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Preface

The Tollowing report is an edited version ol 4 more detatled report commissioned by the Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission as part of its Inquiry into homeless children (*Mosr of
us have gor o lor ro sav and we know whar we are talking about: Children’s and Young People’s
Experiences of Homelessness)y. The Commission sought evidence through public hearings and
written submissions. Recognising that neither were alone adequate avenues for homeless young
people to put their perspectives before the Inguiry, research was commissioned into children’s and
voung people’s experiences und perspectives of homelessness.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

The project aimed to facilitate the Commission’s Inquiry by placing details of young people’s
expericnees and perceptions and an examination ol the human rights implications of their accounts
before the Commission. In conceprualising, undertaking and analysing the research, reference wus
directed to the United Nations Declaration ot the Rights of the Child and. in particular, to:

(i) Principle Two. which provides that the child shall enjoy “special protection’:

(ity  Principle Four. which provides that the child has the right to “adequate nutrition,
housing, recreation and medical services™; and

{iii)  Principle Nine. which provides that the child “shall be protected against all torms of
neglect. cruelty and exploitation”.

AIMS OF THE RESEARCH

I.  To describe the experiences of homelessness as perceived by homeless children and
young people;

2. To document homeless children’™s and young people’s perceptions of the coauses and
riggers of homelessness. I this context the research considered the role played by
families and peers and the cducation. employment, income security, housing.
criminal justice and child welfare systems:

3. To ke into account factors such as age, gender. ethnicity. race. place of vnigin and
class on cxperiences of homelessness. giving particular attention to the impact of
institutionalisation (for offenders and nen-otfenders): and

4. To ascertain what. if any, human rights homeless children and young people
understand they have and 1o ascertain which, if any, of these human rights homeless
children and young people perceive as being abused.

The methodology of the research is discussed in the body of the report Tt suffices o state
here that the research process was underpinned by the stance that the Inguiry would benefit from
taking into account the perspectives and expericnees of yvoung peaple. [ belisve that this report
supports that proposition.

I wish 10 acknowledge the support and assistance provided by Father Wully Dethlefs,
Amanda Bowden, Commissioner Brian Burdekin. Lurline Comerlford. Warren Simmons, Roger
Gaven. Gerard Dowling and Clare Arthurs. Interviews for this research were conducted in Brishane



and the Gold Coast by Lurline Comerford, in Sydney by Warren Simmans and in Cunberra by Peter
See. Paul Adeock and Sarah McQueen. T wish 1o thank Joan Daniel for the typing of this report.
Assistance with typing the report and transcripts of interviews was also provided by Judy Morris
and St. Lucia Secretarial Services, This report was edited for publication by Pamela Sweetapple.
Assistance was also provided by a myriad of youth services in our ciforts 1o Jocate homeless young
people. Sincere thanks is expressed (o the one hundred young people who participated in the

interviews.,

lan O Connor, PhD.
Deparmment of Social Work, University of Queensiand

Chapter 1

Introduction and Research
Method

There is nothing cxtraordinary in young peeple leaving home. It is one of the expected transitions to
adult fite. This transition is not always a smeoth one, however. 1t is not unusual for the process of
leaving home o include a number ol departures and returns to the Twmily home (Young. 1987). For
some voung people. however. the option of returning to the “family home™ while becoming
accustomed o their new-lfound independence is often not a4 feasible ene. For them. the process ol
leaving home is particularly fraught with difficulties and trauma. B ois not associated with (he
eventual acquisition of stable. secure sccommodation and a hlestyle wherein their basic needs of
food, shelter and nurture are met. These are our socicty’s homeless children.

What prevents young people from returning to ther families? What stops them from
fulfitling theiv expectations and need tor a stable, secuse home? Issues such as these ure the focus of
this report. We have sought the answers 1o such questions through focusing on the experiences of
homeless young people. In this introductory chapter. the perspective Luken in relation (o homeless-
ness iy detailed. The methodology is also discussed.

HOMELESSNESS

Defmitions of homelessness vary [rom the exceedingly narrow, literalistic “absence of shelter” o
detinitions which stress the absence of secure. adequate and satisfactory accomnmodation. [or
example, the Nutional Youth Coalition for Housing (NYCH) defines vouth homelessness as:

the absenee of seeure. adequate and satistactory shelter as pereeived by the young person. and for

homelessness W exist, al least one of the following conditions, or any combinations of conditions

should be operative:

1) an absence of shebier

(hy  the threat of loss of shelter:

() wvery high mobility hetween places of abode:

{d)  existing accommodation considercd madequate by the resident: For such reasons as
overcrowding, the physical state of the residence. Jack of security ol occapaney. or fack of
emotiona) support and stability 10 the ptace of residence: and

(er umrcasonable restrictions in terms ol access o alternative forms ol accommodation
INYCH. 19855,

Such broud definitions are preferable because they attend to the breadth of the experience
and the Tifestyle assoctated with homelessness.

The Commission has recognied this in seeking @ report an “the conceptual issues involved
in the definition of the totul number of homeless children and young people” (Fopp. 19887,



Since this rescarch aimed 1o access young peaple’s descriptions of homelessness, it was
important that a working definition of homelessness be adopted. The requirements of the definition
were that if:

(i) recognised that homelessness was a process and an experience, rather than a single

eveni that happened 1o a person or a description of their housing status;

(i} was inclusive of young people in a wide variety of accommodation as well as none at

all: and

(iii) recognised the different dimensions of the experience of homelessness.

For our purposes a young person was therelore considered homeless if their housing
history and current situation featured a lack of security. lack of quality, lack of stability or lack of
perma{nence in accommodation {Low, Crawshaw & Mathews, 1984). This definition enabled us to
interview voung people in many different contexts, at different stages of homelessness: the 1'ecentl}=‘
homeless,-the long term homeless and those on the verge. perhaps, of moving 10 a situation of
stability.

RESEARCH STRATEGY

This research aimed to access young people’s understanding of the expericnees of homelessness.
This required:

(i) an appropriate sample:

(ii) a methodology to access young people’s perspectives: and

{iii) & method ol analysis.

—

It is to these issues that we now lurm.

METHOD
(a) Sample

As it is not possible to draw a random sample of homeless youth, the sampling was selective:
designed to reach a cross-section ol the homeless youth population and thereby document the
dimensions of the experience of homelessness.

One hundred young people in Queensland, New South Wales and the Aus[ra]ian Capi.tal
Territory were interviewed. Their names have been changed herein to protect their anonymity.
Twenty:fivc young people were interviewed in four locations: Sydney, Canberraf'Queanbcyap.
Brishane and the Gold Coast, These locations were purposely chosen to tap the differing contexts in
which homelessness emerged, developed and was experienced. In Sydney young people were
interviewed in Kings Cross. In contrast, Brisbane children Tiving in or aboutl an outer suburban
location were interviewed. The Gold Coast provided access to homeless young people living in
resort areas. whilst Canberra/Queanbeyan provided a smaller city/provincial city sample. Three
variables were used as the basis for selection in all locations. They were current accommodation
status, age and sex. Three broad accommodation types were delincated. They were:

. untenable housing situation: a young person in some form of housing {other than a

refuec or emergency accommodation) who was in immediate necd of allernative
accommodation and was at risk of heing without shelter in the near future;

2. highly mobile or on the street: voung persons without stable accommeoedation who
wele either sleeping cul or in squats or were moving from place to place every couple
ol days: and
3. imaretuge or emergency accommodation,
Vor the purpose of scleenon, age was splil into categories: voung (12-15 years) and older
(16-17 years), The parmmeters for the selection of sample in cach location was as {ollows:

Location Untenable Highly Muohile Refuge/Emergency
On Street Accommodation
(32) {300 (32) {n
Svdney 2¥YF 20F 2¥YF 20F 2YF 20F 121
2¥M 20M 2YM 30OM 2¥YM 2 O0OM 13 M
Brishane 2Yl Z20F 2¥E 30F 2¥F 2 O0OF 13F
2YM 20M 2¥M 20M 2YM 2 0M 12 M
Canberra/ 2YE 20F 2YF 20F 2X 2 OF 12 F
Queanbeyan 2YM 20M 2¥YM 30M 2¥YM 2 OM 13 M
Gold Coast 2Yr 20F 2Yl 30F 2¥F 2 O0F iI3F
2YM 20M 2YM 20M 2¥M 20M 12 M
XYF KOOI SYE 100F XYl 8OF 50 F
85 YM BOM g YM [0OM 8Y¥YM K OM S50 M
Nete:r YE =Young Female OF < Older Fenwle YA = Young Male ON = Older Mule

In each location hists of refuges. emergency accommodation and youth services were
drawn up. Permission was sought to approach young clients of these services 10 seck their
parlicipation in the research, The interviewers also sought 1o make direct contact with homeless
vouth through centact with young people and by going to places where homeless young people
wenl. This was important Tor it factitated contact with young people nol in current contact witls
youth servives ele., who were living in disparate forms of “housing ™. It was considered essential that
the sample include voung people who were net living in refuges or shellers, (Most rescarch on
homelessness has driown samples exclusively or primarily trom those in emergencey dccommaodation
or reluges.)

The sampling frame also ensured that age and sex were balanced.

(b} Interview Schedule

Young peeple’s perceptions and experiences of homelessness were aceessed throngh a semi-
structured interview. A interview schedule was constracted which addressed the issues raised in
the research questions, The interview schedude served ax a puide 10 the issues 1o be discussed with
cach youny person. Fhe actual wording of some of the questions was moditied in the context ot the
discussion and interviewers” perceptions of the young person’s verbal skifl. The scheduole provided
the basis for a discassion — not g survey. A copy ol the interview schedule s available from the
Coemmission or the author.



The interview schedule reflects the assumption that the causes and consequences of
homelessness are mult-laceted. Tt recognises that young people require. inter alia, stable accom-
modation and social and emotional support to grow and develop. The responsibility tor this support
and nurture rests with families. communities and the state. The schedule therefore allowed an
exantination of the young person’s interactioms with the key social insurations ot the funily. the
education. child welfare. vouth welfare. income security. police and the criminal justice systems.

Through an analysis of a chuld’s initial and subsequent experiences of homelessness. the
causes and triggers of homelessness. the child's survival techniques and the strength and falings of
these primary and secondary support networks could be identitied. This approach also altowed
consideration of the manner in which structural lactors (e.g. high rates of unemployment, mited
availability of housing. low benefits ete.) were experienced by individual yvoung people and the
manner in which these limited the young persen’s choices and options on a day-to-day basis.

In addition. the method faciliated an analysis of the human nights implications of ths
rescurch. Through an analysis of voung people™s accounts of their lived experiences. it was possible
hoth to delineate their implicit concepts ol rights and their expectations of respect for their human
rights. Further, the children’s accounts ol their experiences were measured against the human rights
suidelines set down both by the Lnited Nations isee Preface) and the various Australian states. In
that way the guestion of whether the human rights of homeless voung peeple are recognised und
protected was addressed.

(c) Procedure

nterviews were undertaken in June. July and August 1988, The researcher explained the purposce
and style ol the inerview, including the fact that interviews were taped, Bach participant was paid
S10 for their tme and as a recognition that thelr perspectives were important. The interviews
oceurred in o variety of places, mchuding refuges, cottee shops. cars, parks cte. [n addition o the
saped interview a brict demographic sheet was completed. The length of interviews varied between
one and three hours.

(d) Analysis

The intervicws were rnseribed to computer files. A coding schedule wis developed aleng the lines
sugeesicd by Turner, 1981, The interviews generaled over 3000 pages of transcripts. To facilitate
the task of indexing and retrieving this volume of coded text. the program TEXTCODE was used in
the analysis (Reeders, 1987},

The analysis of the interviews focused not only on isolating common themes and
responses. but on making explicit the underlying theoretical assumptions implicitin the mierviews,
[ that sense the analysis Tocused on reading the interviews as texts, & sources of meaning. Sue
Lees aptly described this process in her analysis of interviews with young women zbout sexuality:

T focusing on the meanings/explanations as presented. in order w0 make sense of what the girls
said we Teoked at what the accounts had in comman in enms ol explanations. conradictions,
oppositions. gaps and taken for granted assumptions, The ait was abways 10 make explicit the

Didden or unexpressed assumptions behingd the explanations given iLees, TUR6),

[ essence. we have examnined the manner in which the young peeple have described and
explaincd their experiences of homelessness. We have taken their descriptions und raised questions
about their meaning. In the sections that follow different aspects of the accounts are expiored, the
meaning of homelessness, the process of becoming homeless, surviving homelessness., the barriers
to obtaining. accommodation and <o on. Particular atiention is paid to the structural position of
youth. We note the manner in which the pressures on young people are experienced and are
productive ol homelessness.

SUMMARY

lbt& purpose of this report 1s to document and discuss young people’s perceptions of the experience
of homelessness. The focus 15 young people’s stories of how and why they become homeless, why
they remain homeless and the consequences of homelessness. ’

The research is reported in the following way. Firstly. the characteristics of the samples are
described in Chapter 2. We then consider young people’s own definitions of homelessness.

tn Chapter 4 the focus is the reported causes of homelessness. while in Chapter 5 we
consider the various paths 1o homelessness, We then consider a series of issues related to why
young people are homeless and remain homeiess. The barriers that young people belicve prevcr{t
them from obtaining stable. secure, adequate accommodation are deliﬁc;lted.

.Young people’s expericnces with the social institutions designed to protect their rights und
meet their needs when their familics are unable. or unwilling. ro do so — the child welfare system,
the police, the education and income support systems — are discussed. We also explore some of the
conseguences of homelessness through a discussion of the children’s involvement in prostitution
their mental and physical heaith and generally, their exploitation. ‘

. Our concern in this report is to delineate patterns and issues and to discuss the manner in
which these patterns retlect underlying structural issues. We searched the patterns for strength and
p[?mnrialitic\s which could facilitate the resolution of dilficulties associated with homcless[;ess. In
ihis context we conclude this report with a discussion of young people’s recommendations,



Chapter 2
Characteristics of the Sample

Of the 100 interviews undertaken. four were only partially completed. This occurred in Kings
Cross., due o a range of factors including tircdness of the voung person and the intensity of the
interview. Alttempls 1o retrace these young people and complete the interviews failed. As
demographic information was obtained at the end ol the interview, much ot the information about
these four participants s missing. A summary of the churacteristics of cach young person is
included in the Appendix,

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS
(a) Age

Slightly over half of the sample (563 were aged 16 or 17 vears, The remainder were aged 15 vears
and under. The Gold Coast sample was weighted towards the older age group due to the
interviewer's inability to locate the necessary younger participants in the tume available. However, it
is considered that the “young homeless” were adequately represented.

TABLE 1
AGE
Brisbane Gold Coast Sydoey Canberra Total

Years

I3 | 0 (1 | 2
14 3 | ] 3 8
£S5 ¥ ¢! 9 7 30
I6 3 7 4 8 23
1) 10 I 8 5 34
Missing data { (¢ R i 4

AGE OF GROUP

Years

13-15 12 7 10) I 40
16-17 I3 18 12 13 56
Missing data 0 0 3 I 4




(b) Sex {ii) Parents’ occupation

Fhe sample was constituted equally by males and females. The occupation of respondents’ parents was coded 1o the six point ANU scale which provides an
indication of socio-cconomic status (Broom, Duncan-Jenes, Jones & McDonncll. 19773, Four

additional categorics were added to this scale to encompass those not participating i the labour
TABLE 2 markel.
SEX
Brish Gold ( Swd Cani TABLE 4
rishane sold Coast Sydney “anberra gy T —
- MOTHER’S OCCUPATION
Male 13 12 13 12
Female 12 13 12 13 Brisbance Gaold Coast Sydney Canberra
Prolessional 0 2 | |
Muanugerial 0 0 0 |
White-collar 4 6 4 3
- Skilled 0 I 2 |
(c) Family Background Semiskilled 2 3 1 3
Unskilled 1 2 2 7
- . Unemployed 0 ! ( 0
0 Family structure Pensioner 6 3 5 0
L . . H Duty 11 6 4 it
The young people’s family backgrounds were diverse. Forty per cent of the sample were members nglrie M 0 (; 0 -
of reconstituted or step-Tamilies (Table 3). Twenty-six per cenl were {rom nuclear families and Unknown 0 | " 5
another 26% were {rom single parent familics. It is important 1o note that homeless children come Mi ssing data | 0 ; ;
from all tamily types. They are not always products of single parent or reconstituted families. TTE T )
FATHER'S OCCUPATION
TABLE 3 Bris!;;;e Gold Coast Syvdney Canberra
FAMILY STRUCTURE Professional 1 0 ! I
Managerial 0 2 0 0
Brishane CGold Coast Sydney Canberra Total White collar ] 4 1 6
Nuclear 7 8 4 7 26 Skill.ed _ 7 5 6 4
Reconstituted 10 13 6 I 40 SC[TI[‘.ikl”E'd 4 5 2
Single Mother 7 3 8 3 21 Unskilled 2 I 0 3
Single Father 1 | 1 2 5 Unemployed 2 ( 1 (
Relatives , , 7 _ 3 Pensioner 3 0 (
Missing data , , 4 2 6 Home Duty 0 0 0 b
Dead 3 1 4 2
Unknown ! 1 6 2
Missing, data 1 0 4 3

Altheueh these figures show that homeless children come from all socio-economic
hackgrounds. w significant proportion ol the children interviewed did come from familics which
were financially disadvantaged. Interestingly. ten of the voung people’s tathers were dead. In a lew
cases, the death of the father was the direct cause ol the homelessness.



{d)

Ethnic and Racial Background

TABLE 5

ETHNIC AND RACIAL BACKGROUND

Hrishane Ciald Coast Sydae Canberra Total

Abcrizine or Islander | 0 3 0 4
Australian borr — ES () 20 20 15 1% 73
Austrabian borm -
NES parents (b) 2 I 7 | 4
Overseas horn =I5 (¢) I 4 A E 0
Overseas born — NES () i 0 | 5 4

{ 0 4 | 5

Missing data

Nofe:

Australian born

) Australiun bormn and parents horn in Australia or other English speaking country.

) wnd o or both parents born n non-Enalish speaking country.

y Born in English speaking overseus country.

y Born in non-English speaking country, Most of the respondents came from an

Anglo background. Most of the chilidren born overseas were New Zealanders.

DIMENSIONS OF THE EXPERIENCE OF

HOMELESSNESS
Current Accommodation

(a)

CURRENT ACCOMMODATION

TABLE 6

Brishane Gold Coust Svdney Canberra Total

Parents 4 | I I 7
Relatives 2 I . 3
Friends 9 o) | 3 5
Refuge/Hostel 5 9 a 1 36
GSAP - 7 . ) 4
Sleeping out | ] 4 ) 6
Syuat | 1 3 . 5
Boarding House - ] ) :
Caravan - bl . R 4
Tent - 1 . . |
Rental
{Private & Public) 2 _ B 5 5
Other emergency
accommodation - ) ) 5
Other 1 . ] 5

N ) 4 |

Mixsing data

10

The current place of residence o the voung peonle is summarised in Table 6. Numerically
the largest group — but not the majority — were residing in youth refuges or hostels. The different
accommaodation patterns in cach location retlects:

{1y the differeaces o the experiences of homelessness in different locations, and

ity the fact that voung people at different stages of homelessness tend o live in different
places.

For cxample. seven of the 21 Kings Cross youth were either sleeping out or living in
syuiats. On the Gold Coast seven of the young people were living in GSAP accommodation. This
reflected the lick of beds in youth refuges and some of the young people’s disenchantment with
youth refuges on the coast. Young people were also living in caravans and tents at the Gold Coast.
[n Canberra {ive ol the young people were accommodated m emergency public rental accom-
modation for young homeless people. In the outer suburban sample. nine voung people were
staying with friends or the parents of friends. As shall be evident later in the report, voung people
often inittally sought accommodation with fricads when first leaving home. B is also notable that
seven youths were hiving with one or both parents at the time of the interview, 1t may be suggested
thit it is inappropriate to classity children residing with parents as bomeless, however these young
people Hlustrate one of the hidden aspects ol homelessness. Al were facing the innmunent loss off
shelter. For example, one young woman, 13 vears ol age and the victim of incest. was leaving home
10 cnible the tather to move buck. She had no idew of her housing future. Another veung woman
hud returned from a sheiter in Rockhampton to the mother’s home. The mother had said she could
sty no longer than o week. At the time of interview she had two davs 10 go. She was then
“planuing” 1o live on the streets. And so on. The inferviewing for the research was undertaken in
June-August 1988 — that is. winter, It 1s fikely that this reduced the number of” young people
nterviewed who were currently sleeping out or In squits.

(b} Income

As well as @ home. these young people lacked sulTicent sums of legitimately obtained moncey.
Given the level of social security hencfits and Austudy. the educaiion benefit, only emplovment
provides legitimate access 1o an income upon which it is possible to live independently. Only eleven
of the 100 young people derived their income from employment (ten full-time, one part-timic)
(Table 7). Twenty-ninc relied for income on the Job Search allowuance — a maximwwn of S70 per
week it they were receiving the Young Homeless Allowance. A small number were receiving some
other form of benelit. (Special. Sickness, Supporting Parents Benelits or Austudy), Twenty-seven
had no income source at all, while seventeen received small incomes tfrom family, (riends or boy
friends ete. Only nineteen yvoung people were receiving Young Homeless Allowange — one third of
those who applied for it. Many (33) had not even hothered upplying. The amount of weckly income
viried trom nothing 1o 5260. Eighty people received $76 per week or less, including (orty-six who
received less than 546 per week.

1



Only onc of the young people had completed secondary education. The majority had left
TABLE 7A school before completing Year 9 (Table 8B).
INCOME SOURCE
Brisbane Gold Coust Sydney Canherra Total TARLE SR
Joh 3 4 2 2 I HIGHEST SCHOOL GRADE COMPLETED
Jobsearch il 3 4 O 29
Sickness 0 0 D 0 2 Grade Brishane Gold Coust Sydney Canberra Total
Special 2 0 1 ! 4 . .
2 g
Supporting Parents {) I 0 (} 1 / ! 0 - 2 ‘_1
L = - ) b 3 5 4 3 15
Austudy 0 I 0 3 4 9 5 2 o :
Other 4 5 3 5 17 o 5 . ) . j;’
Missing dat: ¢ 0 4 | 3 ? ’ ) =
issing data " . 4 o 5 0
12 0 I 0 0 1
TABLE 78 ather 1 0 ¢ 0 1
' Missing data - ! 5
WEEKLY INCOME s : !
Income $ Brishane Gold Coast Sydney Canberra Totad
0 ) 6 9 11 6 32 The extent of educational disadvantage suffered by these young people is evident [rom the
1-45 2 2 2 8 14 fact that 61 had left school at or before the the minimum school-leaving age. Thirty-one lelt school
56-76 14 7 6 7 34 before legul school-leaving age (Table 8C). We return in the hody of the report to the difficulties
77-130 2 4 1 - 7 these young pcople had with the school system.
130 ond above 0 3 1 2 6
Missing data [ 0 4 2 7
TABLE 8C
(¢) Education and Empioyment Status SCHOOL LEAVING AGE
The majority of the sample were unemployed. As mentioned above, a small number had jobs. A Brishzne Gold Coast Sydney Canberra ‘Fotal
similar number were involved in some form ol education — schooling or collepe. This was notably -
the case in Canberra where a considerable number were students, llnj education ?) (I) 0 to 14
2 1 0 I
13 | | 2 0 4
TABLE 8A 14 4 Y 10 3 26
EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT STATUS p ' ! 5 7 30
) ) 2 3 15
Brishane Gold Coast Sydney Canberra Total L7 ! I 0 | 3
. Missing data ] - 5 | 7
Unemploved 18 17 19 13 67
Full-time work 2 4 2 2 ¢,
Part-time work | 0 0 0} |
Student 3 1 0 10N 4
Other I 1 0 0 2
Truant 0 | 0 0 i
Supporting Parents 0 1 { 0 I
Missing data 0 ( 4 0 4
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(d) Period Since First Homelessness {e) Previous Court History

Respondents were asked 1o discuss their first experience o homelessness. As will be cicar from the

report, many voung people were homeless on a number of occasions. Table 9A provides an Given the instability in these young people’s lives and their lack of income. it is not surprising that
indicator ot period of homelessness experienced. about halt had appeared in court charged with criminal offences. More surprising was the fuct that
ene-third had never appeared in courl on any maller - criminal or status offence or g welfare
TABLF 9A matter such as abuse or neglect, Twenty-nine had been the subject of i child welfare application.
PERIOD SINCE FIRST EXPERIENCE OF HOMELESS
Years Brisbane  Gold Coast  Svdney  Cuanberra  Totul TABLE 10
Less than | 7 8 1 § 2z COURT HISTORY
-2 8 3 2 3 I e
2.3 3 3 b 7 2] Brisbane Gold Coast Sydney Canberra Total
3 or mor 5 7 2 '
M(_“ more . ;i 5 ](4) i I?) No appeirance 13 9 R Y 33
issing or uncertam data 2 2 2 Strect offence only 1 | 0 0 5
Weltare matter 2 0 2 4 K
Criminal offence + 11 8 3 20
This does not necessarily mean they have been homeless for the whole period since their W-cll;‘n'c. slatus or eruminal 2 4 Y 7 25
lirst experience of homelessness. I is. however, indicative of housing instability. 10 is notable that Missing 0 g + 2 G
young people living in or around Kings Cross have experienced homelessness over longer periods
than the rest of the sample, 1t is clear from these figures that rather than homelessness being o rare
and short-lived event. many young people huve expericnced years of housing instability. It is also of
concern that the voung people report their first experience ol homelessness at an early age. More (f) Wards
than half report such an occwrrence at 14 years of age or less
TABLE 9B F.()L}lrlclcn iol' the childlrcn were currenily state wards or in some forny of care and prowetion. Another
cight had at some ume previously been under such an order. More ol the young people from
T +r T TCON LS 3 ) ol
AGE AT FIRST HOMELESSNESS Sydney were currently or had been wards. This is consistent with o higher rate of wardship in New
South Wales,
Age Brishane Gold Coast Svdney Cianherra Total
0-12 3 2 y 4 14
13- 14 9 8 2 N 40 TABLE H
15 6 7 l 4 & WARDSHIP
16 4 4 2 3 13 )
17 0 2 0 | 3 Brishane Guld Couast Syduey Cunberra Total
Uncertain 3 2 ! 2 8 N ] .
ey VO WA 3 3 _
Missing data 0 (: 4 0 4 eyer v 16 15 = 18 61
Temporary custody 2 l t 0 3
Previously a ward 2 3 2 | 8
Ward 3 | 6 + 4
Unclear 2 5 0 | b
Missing data - - 5 | 6

14 =



(g)

Slightly over hall the sample had lived in a child welfure home or o detention centre. or both.
Children in the Kings Cross and Canberra samples were more likely 1o have been in such

History of Institutionalisation

institutions. This is congruent with Queensland’s lower rates of nstitutionalisation.

TABLLE 12

INSTYTUTION

Brishanc Gaold Coast Sveney Canberra Tidal
Nil 17 13 8 5 16
Criminal 2 4 2 3 11
Welfare I 8] 8 9] 15
Both 3 3 2 5 B3
Remand 1 2 0 0 3
Jail 0 | 0 € 1
Watchhouse only 1 2 { 0 3
Missing duta - - 4 3 7

{i) Mobility

The young people interviewed were highly mobile. Thirty-nine had lived in from two 1o five
residences in the past year. Thirty-one had moved from six to ten times. whilst the remainder had
more than eleven moves m the past year.

TABLE 14
MOVES IN THE PAST YEAR
Maoves Brisbane Gold Coast Sydney Canberra Total
2-5 14 6 8 12 40
6-10 8 9 7 7 31
1 -15 3 5 3 2 13
16-20 1 1 l ! 4
21-25 b 2 ! 1 4
26 - 30 ( 0 I 1 2
Missing data 0 2 4 1 7

(i} Parents’ Location

The mobility is ugain cvident when the current location of the child is compared 1o the location of
parents. Only half of the children were resident in the same city as their mother, and a third as their
father. A nat insignificant number of the voung people’s parents lived interstate. This was especiaily
the case for the Gold Coast sample, suggesting that the resort served as a drawcard for young

(h)} Sexual Abuse

The question of whether the child had been sexually abused by family members or close family
[riends was rased in the interviews. This is an issue of great sensitivity and under-reporting must be
expected. Twenty-eight young people. 18 women. reported they had been sexually abused. In fight
of details i the report this will be seen as & significant under-pointing. We note in the body ol the
report that the extent of physical abuse was much higher,

TABLE 13
DIRECT EVIDENCE OF SEXUAL ABUSE

Brishane Gold Coast Sydney Canberra Total
Nl 11 17 4 20 G2
Family 2 0 2 | !
Family and other 3 3 | 1 8
Other 9 5 4 1 19
Missing data () 0 4 2 H

people, Sixteen youny people did not know where their father was.

TABLE 15

LOCATION OF MOTHER AND CHILD

Brishane Crold Coast Svdney Canberra Toial
Same ity 17 6 11 16 50
Same stule 5 3 7 0 13
Interstate 3 12 3 4 23
Unknown 0 3 0 3 6
Deceused 0 0 0 2 2
Overseus 0 1 0 {) 1
Missing data 0 0 4 0 4

LOCATION OF FATHER AND CHILD

Brishane Gold Coast Sydney Canberra Total
Same city 8 3 7 13 33
Same state 7 5 2 0 14
[nterstate 4 b | 5 ¥
Unknown 2 3 0 3 16
Deceased 3 I 4 2 10
Overseas i i | I 4
Missingdala (3 () 4 I 5
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SUMMARY

It is clear that the sampling technique successfully ensured that u cross-section of homeless youth
was interviewed. The sample was constituted by young people from a diverse range ol social,
economic and cultural backgrounds. of varying ages. living in many different types of
accommodation. The sample included the recently homeless and the long temm homeless,
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Chapter 3
The Meaning of Homelessness

I felt isolated among the house tull ot people

I was acquainted with one or two ot the older ones

But the rest were all new to me

Introductions names and questions were thrown my way

But were meaningless and quickly forgotten

I sat stil rving my hardest to be inconspicuous

But they knew my presence well

The feel of being uncomfortable surrounded me trom all angles

I silently wished T eould fall into a thousand molecules of dust

And get blown away

The hours passed slowly and my whole body ached as my muscles grew stitf
Voices were continuously ongoing but nat really heard

1 turned my head slightly to take notice of the style of clothing they wore
And felt low in companson

But what seemed out ol the ordinary was the way these conplele strangers
could [eel so at home together

[ could not relate 1o that. (Steph)

It is appropriate that a consideration of voung pcople’s experiences of homelessness
commences with an examination of their definitions of homelessness, the meanings they attach to
the expericnce. Their accounts of the meaning ot homelessness underscore. just as Steph’s poem
docs, that homelessness 18 far more than a deseription of their current housing status. It is an
experience that impinges on every aspect of their lives. Their definitions embody the isolation. the
rejection. the enforced self-dependence, the lack of alternatives and the litestyle of the homeless.
The specific meaning young people attach to homelessness retlects the ditferences in their
individual expericnees. For example. young people living in King's Cross — those who have been
homeless longest — talk more of life on the streets and present us with images traditionally
associuted with homelessness. From the answers of the young people. we have delineated five
response patlerns concerned with permanency. isolation. family contlict, structure and lite on the
streets. Their responses illustrate the often interrelated dimensions of the concerns of the homeless.

(a}) Permanency

The lack of stable. permanent and adequate accommodation was central w one group of young
people’s detinition of homelessness.

Int: What does homelessness mean to vou?!
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Helen: Kids or people that haven't got proper homes - 1 have no home at the moment. as |
said before | haven’™t got any privacy or anything like that, and T really want o go
somewhere elseaf [ ean,

Shelley: To me its got two different meanings. Like. some people think of homelessness as,
they haven't got anywhere to live, sort of thing, but with people in a house but it's not
bike a home. sort of thing. That's the way I look at it. two different ways.

Int: A house is not o home?
Shelley: The reluge one. that was ali right, but T never really lell comfortable there because |

knew one day I'd have to leave it "cos it's only a temporary refuge,

Petra: When you havent gor anywhere 1o ive or you have got somewhere to live but it's not
a place of your own. You get chucked around every weck from one place to another
and vou're totally relying on other people. You've got no money of vour ewn, You
prebably havent gol your own reom and you're just travelling round all the time
looking for somewiiere more pennanent.

Robyvu: Not hiving with your parents and not having anywhere 0 stey. Not having shelter or
anything. Not having any support at all. [Reluge and [riends™ places are| not
permanent. It's juxi lemporary wiil you can find somewhere permanent, Homeless-
niess 15 more than o label applied o their current housing situation. Its ramifications
are real and keenly [elt. The lack of permanent shefter both generates, and results
from. nstability in the lile of these children. Instubility is the one constant in their life
and 11 requires ongoing adaptation. )

(b} Isolation

Associated with this s the sense ol apartness or separateness that pervades the interviews. The
accounts embody the contradiction of homelessness Tor young people — the need to rely on others
tor basic material support but not having anyone o rely on in the long-term. Acceplanee in
relagionships is provisional and transitory. and is not based on reciprocal obligations. A group of
responses explicitly embody and convey this sense ol isolation and scparateness:

Mandy: [t fhomelessness] means that you've got nowhere to live and you've got no-one o tum
o and you've just got 1o lTook after yoursell as good as you can because there's
nobody else to took after you, you've just got 1o do it yoursel!,

Gavin: Nowhere to live. no money. no-one o talk o, just lost, I think.
Fim; Not having any fixed residence, not really living with your parents. just oul having 1o

support yourself,
Debhie: [You[ den’t live at home ... you haven’t gol a place o 2o to.

The feelings of isolation und separatencss which permeate these respenses have an import
beyond the personal pain and anguish they reflect. The vulnerability expressed and experienced
pravides the precondition for exploitation. This vulnerability is in part structurally induced. Tor the
voung person is denicd access 1 shelter and emotional and physical support.

{c) Family Conflict

Many voung people explicitly defined homelessness iy terms of fractured family relationships.
Homelessness meant being forced out of the family home:
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Trish: {lomelessness means when somebody’s kicked out of their home or they don’t have
anywhere (o go or not enough money for accommodaiion or food, they've got no
food. that comes under homelessness.

Rod: It means people, you know, you're kicked out of home, your parents don't give a
damn what happens to the kids and stuft ltke that.

int: Being kicked out of home. What does it mean to you?
Rod: Parents aren’t caring or just couldn’t care less and then some other parents they kick

the kids oui and then they ring Youth and Comumunity up or the police up and say that
the kid's run away trom home, which they haven'i. they ve been kicked out of home.

Maria: Well, [it's] like withoul & home and having to go somewhere like anywhere you can
find to dump and to sleep, you haven't got anywhere.

Int: And does it mean more than having nowhere Lo sleep?

Maria: Yeah, 1t means like in some cases you have been kicked cut of home, your parcnts
don’t want you and in other cases your whole family is homeless,

Johm: Nowherc 1o stay, not allowed. you've been kicked out of your parent’s and you've got
to live off people and or stay on the streets,

Peter: Homelessness? It can mean many things really but to me it means, um, not having
anywhere to live, not having yvour parents accept you, whether or not you arc living al
home, or away from home. um, and 1 think that’s basically about it. Not having
anywhere to live.

For these young people the process of exclusion from the [amily home and the
consequences of this exclusion is central to homelessness. At one level, such accounts are o matter
of fact account of a straightferward event. Homelessness is. and results from, being kicked out or
not being able to live al home. On a secend level, they are indicative of young people’s assumptions
about their own place in their families and in society. The children assume their position in the
home is based not on their right to caring and nurturing, but is contingent on their acceplance by
parents. The lack ol such acceptance immediately rules out emotional. economic and material
support by parents. It is clear from these young people’s accounts thal, denied such acceprance.
their options or altermatives are few. The accounts do not suggest a belief in society’s responsibility
tor the provision for youth. It is an individualised view of the world.

(d) Structure

Some young people take their analysis a little further and link homelessness to exclusion [rom the
home and to the structural issues that prevent them from obtaining suitable accommodation.

Kiley: Well, it [homelessness] means to me mostly. people that their parents don’t want “cm
and they got nowhere to go and they've got 1o [ind somewhere to ge. it not theyre out
on the streets. And | don’t even think that's right. They ve got places here, veah that’s
right, but most of them are full and packed up. I recken people should have more of
these around so other kids wouldn't be on the streets and getting in trouble.

Laura and Clare were both seventeen years old. Their priority was independent living
rather than reconeiliation with parents. They clearly identiticd the structural issues of lack of
accommuodation and lack of money 1o obtain suitable accommodation.

Int: Whal does it [homelessness) actually mean to you?
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Laura: Having nowhere to live, or not being able to, maybe not having the skills to get
somewhere to live, or the money, or something like that.

Clare: It means that someone doesn’t have somewhere to live. You don’t have somewhere Lo
live.

Int: Does it mean anything else? Money? People?

Clare: Yeah, not enough moncy, they can't afford flats. caravans and that’s about it

(e) Streets

The public view of homelessness is a literal one — people without shelter, living on the streets.
Although voung people’s experiences and perceptions of homelessness are broader. for some it docs
mean literally living on the streets. To these people, homelessness is:

Tom: Where [ am al the moment. Nowhere to go, nowhere to sleep. nowhere to have any
meals or nothing.

Wendy: That you’ve been kicked out of your heme and vou sort have got nowhere to go.

Jack: Living away from vour parents, living on the streets. Hardly no food at all. Nowhere

to go. No shelter. And you're just living in squats off the street.
Nick: It means kids, adults. got nowhere to go, no place to stay, no roof over their head.

For these young people living on the strects involves an ongoing struggle to meet basic
matcrial needs. This lifestyle — this struggle to survive — is reflected in the accounts of the “long-
term’ homeless, Their description of their efforts just to survive reveal the darker side of
homelessness. With few exceptions the accounts reported below were provided by young people
living in or around the Cross, or the long-term homeless in other locations.

Int: What does homelessness mean to yvou?

Marion: Just wander around all day. Looking for places like refuges and that.

Int: Did you find any?

Marion: Yeah. Carctiakers down the road.

Int: And did you sleep out much or did you ...

Marion: No. I always had somewhere to go. [ was on the streets for about a week.
Int: Where'd you sleep those times?

Marion: Just in the gutter or anywhere. Or in the snooker rooms in the Cross. Anywhere really.

Linda: When you're out on the streets and got nowhere to go.

Int: What has that meant for you in practical terms? What have you done for food and
somewhere to slecp and stuff like that?

Linda: You normally go out and steal it

Int: Steal ...?

Linda: Food.

Int: Food and what money too, to get somewhere 1o live?

Linda: [ do rolls, just do a lot of silly things.

Dennis: Just people out of homes, nowhere to go, people trying Lo scab money and get

accommodation. uhm. just trying to get a place anywhere they can,
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Jason:
Int:
Jason:
Int:

Jason:

Int:

Tracey:

Int:

Tracey:

Int:

Tracey:

Int:

Tracey:

Int:

Tracey:

Int:

Tracey:

Well I'm homeless mysclf and T live on the strects.

For how long, Jason?

Um. nearly six months now, I"ve had to steal and that to survive.
So for you it means stealing. What else does it mean?

You've got to steal and steal things worth lots of money and things like that. so0 vou
can get money te survive. Violence is an accepted part of life — a way of surviving.

What does homelessness mean to you?
Pretty bad.
Tell me a bit about what pretty bad means.

Because you're living on the street you've got to bludge money to eal. You've got 1o
ask people some old people you don’t feel like doing.

You go up ro old people?

Yeah.

You don’t like doing thar?

You're bashin® people and ya steal their bag. steal their purses,
Old people?

Yeah, voung.

Doesn’t matter? Do you like doing that?

No “cos L think it’s really slack but it’s the only way to live. But there's another special
coffee shop we can go to now and then, not all the time.

Violence 15 not. as we shall sce, only directed outwards. The homeless young people are

themselves vulnerable.

Jill:

Int:
Jilk:
Int:
Jill:

police:
Steph:

Int:
Steph:

Int:
Steph:
Int:

It means somebody that™s on the streets all the time. 1 don’t like being on the streets at
all.

Why is that?
“Cos it’s cold out there. There’s violence.
So you're pretty [rightened at times?

Yewh. T get frightened out there on the streets sometimes. Especially when 1'm by
mysclt.

There is a constant struggle to find accommodation, (o secure a safe place and to dodge the

Well it just means someone that hasn't got, they can't live with their parcnts and for
some rcason haven't got anywhere to go,

So what does that mean to you in terms of having nowhere to go?

Well T just used to travel around on trains during the night until we ot busted for not
having tickets “cos they 're really straightened up now.

They've got tougher, have they?
Yeah.

They chuck you oft the trains?
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Steph: Yeah. Then we just sleep in the parks or walk round up there i the Cross.

Tony: Well, to me homelessness means vou're sleeping out. trying to get food. where you're
voing to get food from, there’s some places they don’t give you food. they don’t treal
vou right,

Malcolm: Homelessness. | supposc. is being taken out of home and looking at the world in a
different way, 1 guess. from getting up in the morning and saying “Mum, what’s for
nreakfast?” 1¢°s getting up in the morning and finding breakfast.

Homeiessness 15 hard work — it has its own hours, its own rules and own (raining
processes, Life on (he streets is living on your wits, being constantly on guard, constantly on the
move. avoiding the police and acquiring food and money. It generates a lifestyle for some young
people that necessitates participation in crime and prostitution. It provides alternatives that Jead
only to a more ransient, riskier lifestyle. Fewer and fewer avenues are available out of homeless-
nests‘ and the associated consequences. On tie whole. young people’s accounts of the meaning of
homelessness do not portray it as a pleasant or easy lite. Their lives may be difficult ‘at home™ but
life away [rom home, from the perspective of an outsider, does not appear to improve dramat‘icu].ly.
Yet despite the difficulties, many young people remain homeless rather than retum to their family.
Others return (o the streets after an atlempt at reconciliation. Some of the reasons why young people
may preler the option of homelessness are found in the reasons why they lelt home in the first
place.
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Chapter 4

The Causes of Leaving Home

The transition to independent accommodation lor homeless voung people cannot be characterised
as unproblematic: for most, it is fraught with difttculty and unhappiness. Yet for varying reasons,
homeiess young people Teel unable to return o their family or relatives. In this chapter the reasons
young people left home nitially. or were initially separated or removed from stable accom-
madation, are considered. Usually these reasons also make a return to the family home difficulr or
impossible. [t is clear from the young people’s accounts that leaving home is not the result of g
whiny rather, their stories reflect ongoing and deep-seated ditficuities. Whilst the reasons for leaving
are catcgorised and considered separately. it is important to note that. in reality, they interact. For
the young people, the trauma. the pain, the desperation and the confusion which is at the heart of
their experience arises from the very complexity of their situation. While the cutsider may sce a
clear-cut canse and effect of homelessness, the young people’s accounts paint pictures of confused,
chaotic times.

REASONS FOR LEAVING

For the participants in this research, leaving home was almost universally precipitated by changes
or situations which developed over time. The accounts are of domestic tensions which build up tw
result in a specific, explosive incident which makes them decide to leave. But far from being
climactic, often the causative incident was not dramatically different from thuse which preceded it
rather. it was more eften “the final straw’ coming af a time when either the parent, child. or both.
were prepared 10 mike a break. TFor example, a number ol young people left home as soon as they
believed it was legally possible for them 1o do so.

(a) Sexual Abuse

At a minimum. 12 of the young peopie had been sexually assaulted by a member of their family.
Typicalty the assaults continued over a period of years rather than being a onc-oft event. (For
example, Maria reports being assaulted from the age of nine 1o 14 years, Wendy from eleven (o 14
and Petru [rom eight 1o 14 years.) It was only when the voung person reported the abuse o another
persom, such as parent. police or weltare oflicer, that the direct assaults sometimes stopped. Maria
left home at 16 to get away [tom her father.

Maria: Dad was on holidays and [ wanted to get out before he came back. “cos 1 didn’t like
living at home whilst he wis there, so [ just went ... Dad used 1o pick on mc all the
time. like he used to bash me. and he used to bash mum up 100 ... he kept hashing me.
so I decided te go.

Int: Has he ever sexually assaalted you?

Maria: Yeah,

25



Ini: Have vou cver thought you could get any help for that?

Maria: No. Like Mum knows about it and thal, she was rcally upset, she 1old Dad to get out
but he said he'd be leaving, shoot himself and shoot me as well, 50 he stayed, but then
she couldn’t hack any more so she made him leave. And that happened when I was
ninc, right up ’til [ was, how old would T have been, fourteen. And, um, he said if |
told anyone, they'd blame me i°d be all my fault so T was too scared to say anything
i Mum and that.

Int: Do you believe what he said and that?

Maria: I did back then, now I don't.

Int: You feel much stronger.

Maria: Yeah. He tried it again just before he went on holidays and he came into the bathroom

when | was in there and 1 just told him to get out. and he knew T meant it, so he
walked out.

Int: But when you're nine, you don’t know.

Maria: Yeah, before T lefi home | didn’t like staving there "cos 1 didn’t like being alone with
Dad, 1 was really scared.

Int: Of course.

Maria: And [ was afraid of sex and that, and then Mum knew that and that’s why T had to get

out, so that’s probably why I'm so nervous and that. T nearly went for a nervous
breakdown and that, so 1 had to get out and straighten myself,

Sexual assault highlights the powerlessness of young women in families. Maria was
preparcd to accept that rape would be considered her fault, and she did not believe she could take
her ditticulties outside the family. Like Maria, Wendy sought help from her mother. She was 14
when she old her mother about the last three years of sexual abusc.

Wendy: As soon as [ told Mum the problem she believed me straight away because my dad’s
dad did it too. So mum knew something ... Mum didn’t know it was going on becausc
she was 100 close to Dad. As soon as [ 10ld her she believed me.

Although Wendy's mother believed her, she wanted the “problem” kepe in the family.
When that did not provide a solution, Wendy decided to run away.

Int: What sort of solutions had you tried before to try and solve the problem?

Wendy: I tried one solution, running away from the problem. | ran away once.

Int: Tell me about that.

Wendy: [ just got sick of it because Mum told me not to tell any of the police or anyone
because i's a family matter, should be dealt. I mean ...

Int: And did you run away that time?

Wendy: Yeah. So, I got all the other problems on top ol me. [ just had to get 1id of them so |

JUsLran.

That was three to four moenths before the interview. She stayed away a couple of days. She
returned home and after her father physically assaulted her, she telephoned the police. Her father
was charged and committed for sentence in the District Court, A condition of bail was that the
father keep away [rom Wendy.
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Superficially the response (o the sexual abuse was appropriate: her mother and the police
believed her and her father was pleading guiily to the offence. Yet Wendy was ar the time of the
interview about 1 be forced out of home.

Int: 1 understand that you've been talking about leaving home shortly? Do vou want to tell
me a bit about that?

Wendy: It’s just that sort of a board or something home and vou go away for a short or long
period of tme and 've met the woman this morning. T just talked about the contract
and that I've got between her. T move in Monday and that’s for three months.

int: What's brought you 1o this decision 1o go and live there for three months?

Wendy: Well. [ haven't really brought to this decision. | don’t really want to go but Mum
reckons it's best for me to go for a little while 10 have a break from her.

Int: Do you feel that you want to have a break?

Wendy: Well, in my opinion T want to stay here. "Cos it’s my house here and when 1 go there

it’s not my house ...

Int: Where do you see this situation going. the whole family thing? How do vou see things
turning out in the long run?

Wendy: Well. at the moment it sounds like the family is drifting more apart.

No doubt Wendy's mother was under immense pressure — not the least being the (inanc:al
consequences for her and her children 1t her husband was imprisoned. The immediate conseqguence,
however, was that the victim was further vietimised. The voung person’s right to special protection,
to shelter, to emotional and material support was violated. Given the lack of the supports and the
structural barriers to young people ebraining secure and adeguate accommodation (discussed later
in this report), it is likely that Wendy was entering a period of homelessness. Petra, oo, described
years of sexual abuse by her stepfather. The ongoing rape virtvally in front ol an unresponsive
mother made a mockery of Petra's rights to special protection. to care and nurturing. Despile this,
her options as a young female were few. At eleven years of age she sought to ‘leave home™ through
suicide.

Petra: Well, I tried to commil suicide when 1 was very young because thae was the only way
oul at that stage.

Int: That’s when you ...

Petra: T was in hospital. ves ...

Int: What did you think could, you know, how did you think that would help you?

Petra: Well, that was the only way out. Ah. I was (00 young to leave home and [ couldn’t talk

to any of my teachers because | wasn't very much fiked at school anyway.
After a short stay in hospital she was returned home. No one discussed whether she was

being abused at home with her. At 14 years she tried to feave home after reporting the assault 1o the
police.

Petra: That was when I first, um, when [ left home they put me into a hostel place because 1
wis going to press charges. then my mother told me. “Oh no, you can’t press charges.
Your stepfather will go to jail and what would [ live on then’. So 1 withdrew my
statement and the police said, "Well, if you are not going to go 1o court you have 1o go
back home and if you keep running away we’ll have to put you in a home where
you'll be locked up so you can’t escape’ and so [ ran away [rom home and [ went to
Sydney so the police wouldn't get me,
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We will return to Petra’s story throughout this report. [t sulfices (o say that at this slage her

homelessness was a direet result of the manner in which her rape was dealt with, Her initial eflons
1o seek assistance indicated that the state would replicate the oppression of her family. She was
forced to make her own way.

(b} Physical Abuse

Like sexual abuse, physical abuse drives many young people from their family hemes. For the
voung people interviewed, violence was a parl of their cveryday life. From a young age maost had
been subjeet to physical punishments and often unproveked assaulis. This vielence was accepted as
part of normal life. It was only when the abuse was pariicularly excessive. or when the young
person reached an age where they were no longer prepared to accept the ongoing assaults that the
voung people lett. It must be stressed that where abuse precipitated the decision to leave, it was
because ol repeated abuse rather than one unfortunale incident where tempers were frayed.

The abuse of aleohol seems (o be a signilicant part of the story of physical abuse. 1t recurs
in John's report ol his relationship with his father.

Int: You said he drank a but?

John: Yeuh. he did. He used to drink real heavily and used to just come home blind as a bat.
Int: Violent.

John: Yeuh. Hits me with a brick.

Int: The others?

John: Nup. e wouldn't even touch the girls.

Int: His wite?

John: Nup. Probably just mouth to her, that’s it. He wouldn't hit her. One day T can

remember my pushbike was stolen. It was at a second-hand shop and I didn’t have the
money to get it out. [ said I'd get it out when I got the money. Anyway he came home
drunk onc night and said where’s your bike? And [ said, "I haven't got the money yet'.
Bang. he just hit me. He went berserk. That wis two days before 1left home.
No matter what its cause, young people seck 1o adapt to the violence in their home. For
cxample. Mike’s strategy ot self-preservation was to make himself scarce. to remove himseif from
the situation.

Mike: Oh yeah. it was just me fighting Troy und [ smashed a window.

Int: So you smashed a window and what happened then?

Mike: Then Mum came home and she started throwing punches at us.

Int: She was out, was she?

Mike: Yes. she was cut, [and she] just come home and she told me to get out and so 1 did.

Int: M. How did you [eel about that?

Mike: Ah. preity upsel.

Int: Mm.

Mike: She told me o go. [ said to her, Tsaid. "1'm going for a couple of weeks, till you've
settled down’'.

Int: And what. did she think that’s o good idea or how did you put that to her?
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Mike: She just said, "1 don’t care what you do’.

The problem for Mike and other voung people who repeatedly leave home as a strategy of
problem resolution is that it consistently denies them the stability and care they need. Mike. for
Instance, was trying (o continue his schooling while staying with friends. The constant comings and
comgs make 1t difficult to obtain any form ot income supporl. creating potential problems.

Even when the state intervened at an carly age and removed children subject to abusce, lite
did not necessarily improve. Some children were in and out of children’s homes. For example. Rod
had been in and out of children’s institutions since he was cight. His mother. also a survivor of the
father’s assauits, retumed 10 New Zealand. This left Rod. in whom child welfare no longer had
much interest, the options of an abusive father or refuges.

Rod: T dide’t get along at all with my [ather. That's one of the reasons why I was in a home.
He hit me with cricket stumps and got a lot of bruising on my legs.

Int: S0 he was coming home during that time and leaving again all the time?

Rod: No, he wasn't living with Mum.

Int: Did he visit?

Rod: Yeah,

Int: This is when the abuse occurred?

Rod: Yeah. He done the same thing to Mum, domestic violence and Mum went to New

Zealand and then [ went over. I went up for a holiday to see my nan and my dad lives
with my nan, so [ went to go back down to where Mum lives, they were living and she
went back to New Zealand so 1 had to stay up with Dad.

Int: How long were you there?

Rod: [l would have heen about three vears ago and ever since 1 have been in and out of
refuges. Dad hit me with the cricket stump.

Int: All the old stuff still occurred?

Rod: Yeah, he still, and then 1'd go back there on and ofl all the time just [or a weekend but

he still does it. "Cos he drinks a lof. That's why ['m really scared. so 1 don™t want to
go buck te the central coasl.

The pervading sense in the interviews s of a lack options, of young people trapped and
subjected to a variety of ill treatment from an early age and {rom a range of adult figures. One
homeless vouth, Austin, suffered abuse both from his father’s mother, whom he suid rubbed raw
onions in his eyes when he wouldn’t sleep as a five year old, and from his [ather, a Vietnam war
veteran, whom he said used to throw him through closed doors. Like many young people Austin
wits willing to live with the abuse, even excuse it, for some years,

Int: Did you ever think that there might be some solution to that problem?

Austin: | already knew what was wrong. "Cos, well, he's heen through the war, see, blew halfl
his head ofT.

Int: Mm. Right.

Austin: Since then it's just changed him as well, He stll has the dreams through the nights and
that.

int: Which war was it?

Austin: Victnam.
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(c) Severe Family Conflict

Many of the young people left home to escape negative and damagimg relationships with parents
and caregivers. The relationships were characterised by a high level of conflict. Indeed, family
conflict is a unilying theme in all of the accounts. Even where other reasons were presented as the
primary causative factor, severe family conflict was a secondary or compounding factor. Conflict
was expressed in many forms: some was one-sided with the young person as explicit victim —
sexual, physical or emotional abuse and explicit emotional or material rejection. In other situations
the conflict was more two-way — particularly as the young person got older — and was expressed
through arguments and physical fighting.

(i) Conflict with mothers

Many of the accounts of contlict with mothers were from 13 - 16 year olds who found antagonism
rather than support in their transition from childhood to adultheod. Often these contlicts were over
lifestyle choices. They occurred within families where communication was poor and/or who used
conflict as the normal way to resolve stressful situations. In this environment a young person’s
erowth into independence is not accommodated by the family and tension and conflict mount. The
stories of Ralph, Peter and Fran illustrate this,

Int: Well, why did you leave? Were you having a lot of conflict? A lot of tension? Or did
vou just decide to run away, did you get forced out or did your mother say, put you
with your auntie?

Ralph: No, she said ‘Just go, do whatever you want to do’, so I said I'd go.

Int: So what led up to that?

Ralph: Just arguing all the time. The only time we'd ever talk is when we’d argue.
Int: And what sorts of things were you doing yoursclf at that time?

Ralph: Stealing.

Int: Did you feel yourself that you had a problem?

Ralph: Only stole to get money.

Int: Mm. And tell me about the day that you left, you know, this time four months ago.

Ralph b just left. T just went to Karen’s, me aunty’s. | stayed there, | been staying there.

Int: Did vou have a fight, were there words?

Ralph: Nup.

Int: So what actually finally made you Jeave this time?

Ralph: I don’t know, 1 just left "cos | was gettin® pissed off with everything and I know I'm
old enough to leave so | just left.

Peter: Oh, | left for good permanently was I'd say about 14, might be 15,

Int: And how did thal come abow”? Did you plan that or did you get kicked out again, or
did you get forced out, run away?

Peter: Oh, I got kicked out again.

Int: Yeash, And, um, who did it?

Peter: Oh, Mum. My Dad couldn’t give a stuff really.
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Int: Can you remember what used to bug you moest in those days, a couple of years ago
now. about four years?

Peter: School. Having been tokl what to do. no control over my own life.
Int: What sorts of things did you want to have control over that you weren't allowed to?
Peter: Decision-making on my own behalf. And like whether or not I could go out, And

there’s quite a few things really.

Int: And, wn. what actwally happened that fivss time that you were. | think vou said you
were kicked out. were you?

Peter: Oh, just the usual muck, "I'll pack vour bags for you se that you'll ger our, I'li pack
vour bags for you.” You know. I went and grabbed my own stuff and went out. just
left. walked.

Fran wus told to leave home by her mother when she was 13:

Fran: I stole $100 off the people we were living with and either T went, or we both went. 50
Mum kicked me out ... Um, my mum goes, " You're low. Get cut of this house. I don’t
want you', and 1 said, “Yes, sure. T'm going” and 1 packed me bag and just left, It just
all blew up and I just left,

Conflict between parents and tecnagers is normal. Whae distinguished these young
people’s experiences was that the conflict was not able to be dealt with appropriately. Difficultics
over behaviour and family rules were responded to in rigid, inconsistent and uaproductive ways. In
the final analysis they were resolved through the young person heing ejected from the family home.

Whilst children’s relationships with each parent differs, severe conflict with one parent
significantly reduccs their ability to relate to the other and to reside with their parents.

Int: 50 how does she treat you, your mother, now?

Anna: [ ring her up and she sounds alright. you know. Ask if' T could go home and she goes. 1
disown vou. And T thought fine, sweet, and 1 just hang up on her. T ring my Dad. he
hasn™t done nothing wrong to me. you know. T really love my Dad. but T just wish my
Dad would leave her, but you know they’re happy. Whar can vou do?

(if} Conflict with fathers

Cenflict with mothers tended to involve lifestyle issues. Conflict with fathers was more frequently
generated by their actual treatment/abuse of the child. The physical and sexual abuse of young
people has already becen noted. Such abuse necessarily generated conflict, particularly as the young
person aged and challenged the appropriateness of their father’s behaviour. For example, the
conflict. violence and exploitation which Austin had experienced over a number of years came to a
head when he was 15,

Int: And before you left, what was it like at home?

Austin: Pretty shitty. It wasn’t, you know, it wasn't all that good.

Int: id vou used to have fights?

Austin: Yeah, we used to have fights vou know, fist to fist,

Int: What actually happened on the day that you left?

Austin: I just said to him straighz, I'm moving out and I'm never coming hack, and that's it.
Int; You have. veah. Yeah.
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Austin: Then | just moved out from me old man’s “cos, what, sec when T was fostered out
again, they were claiming for me thing. as well as me allowance, and when 1 moved
back with me old man, they didn’t, they found out then and um. they gave them a
letter, $4000 fine and 1¥ad said it was mine. and that’s when everything staried
happening, you know, we statted brawling and that. I was pissed off.

Int: Was that social security?

Austin: Yeal. we were upstairs arguing about it, he goes “Shut up” and 1 said, "No, I'm sick of
vou tefling me to shut up’ and stood up to him,

Int: So what, what you're saying is that what finally made you leave is thal you decided to
stand up 10 him?

Austin: Yeah, Stand up and tell him the truth. tell him everything. you know.

Int: What did you tell him that time?

Austin: Just told him. “sick of vou, you know, don’t want 1o sce you ever again’. then T just

took off,

Robyn was kicked out of home by her father at 16.

Int: And how long ago is it since you left home?

Robyn: About four months.

Int: Whar was happening at that time? Like, what actually made you leave?

Robyn: I just got really sick of tt. Dad was just drinking. T just kept on getting hit and

everything, And ['d go to school. wound the place and everything. And U wanted to
leave school and my parents wouldn’t let me leave school, So 1 just, in the end [ said.
‘Look. if you don’t let me leave school. that's it. I'm just going™. 1 was just so sick of
it, so 1 just got up and lett.

Int: And what was your mother’s opinion?

Robyn: She was really upset that | wanted to feave home and 1 didis't want to study and all
that. She was crying and all that but dad just said. "1 don’t give a stuff. Get oul.” 1 said.
“that’s it

The exercise of power in families by fathers was frequently a crude exercise ol force.
Conflict resufted because in the resolution of issues., fathers were far more likely to “lay down the
line’ and cxpect obedience, often enforcing it with excessive reliance on physical force. As the
child ages the balance of physical and psychological strength becomes more even and the child is
less likely 1o accept the domination.

(iiif) Conflict with step parents

Forty of the 100 young people lcft reconstituted families. Conflict with step parcnts way a

consistent theme in the interviews. The accounts of conflict were permeated by themes of

dispossession, of a sense of no longer belonging or being wanted by the family and of living on the
margins of the family.

Int: So. what was happening then, at that time?
Jim: Aw, Just fighting all the time.

Int: With?

Jim: Evervone.
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Int: Your mother?

Jim: Not really my mother, but see. L mainly me stepdad. but he was being a real cont. He
Just slaps you about a bit. Just hit him back. he stops. Just that sort of thing, eh?

Int: Yeah, and so, what actually happened then, that six months age? Were vou forced out,
did you run away, were you kicked out?

Jim: I got kicked out. They said, leave, and 1 said, fair encugh, it was their house, | got
nothing to do with it, so if they want me to leave, they pay for it, they pav the rent. so

Tim characterises himselt as a person dispossessed. without the right (0 be cared for, or
belong o the family. Others shared his feelings of not belonging.

Roger simply could nol communicate with his stepfather in the face of obvious rejection.
Int: Now (hese problems that you™ve been having, you know. like for four years, they'd

been a problem, had you ever sort of thought, o, there must be some solutions to all
this, and tried some ways of solving them.

Roger: Pve tried to taik to him, even Mum, like | tricd to talk to hini. sit down and talk 10 him
and it just goes in one ear and out the other. And like she says, it's a bit hard on me. he
takes the girls out everywhere, but in sixteen years he's taken me camping twice and
he’s brought along his mates, where they’ve had a big piss up and all this. and I'm not
even allowed to bring any of my mates. so not a good time for me. T sit around hy
meself and find something to do.

Some voung people described the arrival of a step-parent as the beginning of the end of an
otherwise happy family life, Indeed Dennis had a very simple analysis of his homelessness.

Dennis: Well, me mum and dad are split up. so [ got kicked out o home. T live in a refuge.

Dennis lived in a conflictual relationship with his step-father for five years until he "got
sick of it and left”.

Int: How did you ger along with your mum when you were living at homne?

Deanis: Alright. until the step-father came along,

Int: »o what, the marringe splic up when you were [our?

Dennis: Yeah.

Int: So you and mum were together for four years.

Dennis: And then me step-father came along,

Int: You got on with mum pretty well up until then?

Dennis: Yeah, and then when this bloke came along the hassles started.

Int: What sort of hassles were they?

Dennis: Oh just, he said "You can’t leave school™, and all this, and T said * You gol no right over

me. you're not me lather, 1 do what 1 like” and that, and he just didn’t like it and so he
Just kicked me out. T said. “You can’t Kick me oul” “cos it’s not his house and that and
those sort of things. problems, hassles.

Int: During that time when you were pretty young did you ever think there might be ways
ol solving the problems vou were having?

Dennis: No.

Int: Why did you think”
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Dennis: Every day there’d be about six or seven fights, so [1] just got sick of it and fed up and

left.
Int: There was nothing you could think of to stop all the fights?
Dennis: Just leave altogether and it would be happier [or them.

(iv) Family breakdown

Most children survive the deleterious elfects and thrive in reconstituted families. [t 18 clear,
however, that some of the young people interviewed did sulfer in the precess of separation and
reconstitution. They were ‘lost” in the process of family breakdewn. Some [elt their parents lacked
the desire, interest or resources to bear the burden of raising the young persen. They speak of bemg
passed between parental homes until that relationship breaks down.

Int: Right. Um, your father, do vou see much of him?

Kerry: No. never.

Int: Never?

Kerry: [ was living with him for about four months and then one day he just said, "Look, you

can either go to your mum’s or go to boarding school”, And T wasn’t going to get
locked away so I thought I°'d go back to my mum’s. T was back there for about two
weeks and she kicked me out.

Gavin's experience also illustrates this drift to homelessness. After his parents separated he
lived with his father on the Gold Coast until ongoing tension came to a head one night. Gavin left.
His father provided the fare to Melbourne and arrangements were made for Gavin to stay with his
mother, Tn her reconstituted family, however, Gavin's presence caused some difficuities and he
decided to feave,

Int: And how long were you actually able to stay there?

Gavin: Well, three months before T started to, T don’t know. just knock around. I kept arguing
with Mum,

Int: What did you argue with your mum about?

Gavin: Mainly just me complaining about work. | had two jobs so | was working at a fish and

chip shop at night. I don’t know, there was a bit of a hassle at home. [t mainly wasn't
to do with me that time for leaving, 1t was more family matters with Mum, the kid and
her husband. It was more to do with that. | den’t think Mum could handle it. so I was
the one who suggested I leave.

The breakdown ol families and the rejection or discarding of children by their parents may
leave the voung person psychologically and physically vuinerable. The implicit and explicit
parental rejection and the accompanying lack of security and support were important variables in
the equation that resulted in homelessness.

Gavin and Fran provided poignant commentaries on the consequences of children being
discarded in family breakdowns.

Gavin: I reckon parents need some sort of counselling o even prevent it starting, "cos 1t only
starts al home, that's where it starts.

Fran: Heaps of people [are in the same situation as mel. Too many. [ recken nearly. more,
than half the population 15 out ol home and in the same situation as me. That's what 1
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think. Parents nowadays they split up and leave their kids. it's cxactly the same,
theyre treating kids like animals. [ know we should say that we should treat animals
and people equally. but they are. they dump them.

(d) Conflict with or Removal by State Authorities
(i) Police
Young people are involved with police [or a number of reasons: as victims. as offenders and

through police ctforts to reinforce parental authority. In many cases, police intervention facilitated
parental abandonment of responsibility for care of the child.

Int: So il 1 asked you how long ago il was since you left your parents’ home, | mean. when
would you say?

Brian: Lelt?

Int: When vou voursclf lefi?

Brian: Oh, [ didn’t leave on meself. see [ got locked up and then when [ come back me father
didn’t want me living there “cos he knew the police.

Int: So that would have been last vear sometime, was it?

Brian: Nou it was this year, it’s only been about four months I've been away from “em.

Int: Oh. right, s0 you got locked up about four months ago and iet out two months ago. is
that right?

Brian: Yeah, T got let out. and then 1 got locked up again. See [ only got out about three
weeks ago. And ever since 1 been livin here.

Int: And how long would you think that things have been a bit dilficult at home?

Robert: Couple of years.

Int: Since yvou were 14, 127

Robert: . Iwas getting into trouble with the police. That's when it started,

Int: What sort ol trouble were you in with the police?

Robert: [, like ... busted the ceiling once, no break and enters. Just riding motor bikes and me
own bike on the road. lots of fines.

Int: Fines?

Robert: Fines. not showing up for court. things like that.

Int: How did vour parents handle that!?

Rohert: They weren't really impressed but they said. i we get caught they re not goine o help
nic. Which is fair enough “cos it’s me own fault,

Int: I'mean did you get caught by the police a lot? How many times would you have ..

Robert: Four or five times ... Me parents just got the shits and they didn™t want me around and

I didn’t want to be around 1111 1 just left,

Police were often centrul to young people’s reasons for leaving home. Some. like Petra
(discussed ahovel, sought pohice protection against abuse and incest and found themselves being
torcibly returned to the violence ar home. In these cases the actions of police contributed not so
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much to the young persons” decision 1o lzave home as to their decision about the finality of the
move,

Int: That time when yvou were nine, had there been a particular thing that huppened. a
particular light or blow-up or something when you left?

Linda: Yeah. 1 think there was.

Int: Can you remember?

Linda: [ didn’t go to scheol because T wanted Lo go and see some fricnds.

Int: Had vou been jigging school a Tair at?

Linda: And 'd been jipging school a fair bit, yves. And my sister found out and she told my
mother and my mother told my Tuther and my Tather just went off his rocker.

Ing: Did he hit you again?

Linda: Yeuh. And then T went back (o my friend’s place and T stayed there for the weekend.

And then we went and saw the coppers and they ook me back home and then | got
another flogging. So | just thought, that™s it 1'm just feaving, packing stuft and 1 just
left. [ just ran.
Parents also involved police in their conflicts with yvoung people. In these situations the
child (normally female) was [requently removed from home and charecd with o status offence.
Sarah was 12 when she was charged with being “uncontrollable”.

Sarah: 1 came home and Mum said “Get changed we're going out” and [ got chunged and she
100k me 1o the cops,

Int: Tell me whal was happening at home betfore you left?

Sarah: Just fighting,

Int: What type of fighting?

Sarah: Punching out.

Int: With your mother?

Sarah: Yeah ... My mun. she used {0 bash me every night of my hife nearly ... I went to the

doctor heaps of times.

Fran's experience ol leaving home was simitar. After w week of abuse by her mother and
her mother™s boyriend. she was handed over 1o the police. Fran was sick of being treated “hike dint”.
Her mother had a new boyiriend who “used to hit me a bit. yell and scream at me; he cven tried to
tiush my head down the toilet onee”. One night she tett but her mother found her and “dragged me
home by the car. By the time we got home 1 was yvelling and screaming T want to get out of here™,
So ... Fuied o get out and Tom cume in and slapped me in the head™. A couple of nights later she
left again and was picked up by the police and returned home. She remained home Tor two days
until:

Fran: Wednesday night. Mum goes “You're going to po and see a social worker™. |1 saidl: |
“U'm not going, mum.” | ended up going Friday morming. We got in & taxi and she said
“Woadridge Police Station”. We ended up going o Woodridee Juvenile Aid Bureau.
Mum’s put me up into custody of the cops and then what happened is, um. she filled
oul & statement and T was sitting in the cop station for gbout an hour or an hour and

hall and then T went to the watchhouse 11 Beenleigh, ended up sitting in the cell for

about an hour. had my food handed through the bars it was scary
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Fran's story illustrates the powcerlessness expericnced by the voung people when police
became involved in the process of their lcaving home. Fran decided (o lcave home und the police
ook her back. Her mother decided 1o kick Fran ouwt and the police obliged by taking Fran into
custody.

On the other hand Matthew, being male, was virtzally run out of town by the police and
courts. He was living with his mother and steptather in the Blue Moumtaing untif be was fitteen,

Int: Yeah, right. Can [ask why you left your murm’™s?
Matthew: Oh. ‘cos [ was having trouble with the law.
Int: Right. And it was better to move town?

Matthew: Yeah. And the whole thing I done o couple of homes in Sydney and one of the
conditions of me getting ofl not going to jail for ever. you know throw away the key.
um. was that I moved up o my lather [in Canberra],

Mutthew describes his lather us an aleoholic und o (heroiny user” who came honte drunk
almost every night. After a year, 1 way forced ont “cos, um. my dad’s a very viokent man and he
beual me and my sister up pretty badly so | grabbed my sister and left”. He then begun a nomadic
lifestyle typical of many voung homeless people. staying for short terms with fricnds and in
refuges.

The police have the dual responsibilities of dealing with juvenile offenders and child
wellare matters. In enforcing the rights of children in child welfare matters they have certain
responsibilities but, as has been noted, they are not always excrcised in a way beneficial to children.
Often these children describe treatment by police more suited to hardencd criminals. in a later
chapter we consider specifically young people’s efforts (o seek assistance [rom police. It suffices
here Lo note that lor seme young people. police action was a precipitating factor in thelr
homelessness.

(ii} Child welfare

The ¢hild welture departments in each state ure charged with the protection of children. Young
people’s weatment by welfare authoritics was often identified as a reason [or their leaving home

and, at later stages, for lack of secure accommaodation.

Liza: [When [ was cleven] the welfare 100k me off me parents and put me in a loster home
... to give my parents a break.

Int: On the basis of you being too difTicult to manage is that what it was all about?

Liza: Yeah ... but ... I'd been getting a lew beltings and ... schooels were really hard for me

‘cos at one | got picked on a ot ... And the Toster fwmily they put e in with for a few
months they were great. T would have Toved to have stayed there. they wanted me and
everything and then the government sent me home ... And. unm, when they sent me
hack I started running away. back 10 these people ...

Int: You seemed preity unhappy at home.
Liza: Iwas. ['d had it

Tn Liza's view of her removal. she remains always the vicum, always powerless, She was
the one who had been physicaily abused and the welfare response wias to remove her from the
house that was as much her home as it was anyone else s, The reason lor her removal was 1o give
not her but her parents a break, To compound Liza's {eclings of being unimportant, welfare



authorities then destroved Liza’s chance of stable, secure accommaodation by removing her from the
loster placement. She resorted to running away in an elfort to return to a place of security. Running
away. of course. generated conllict with the police and the Child Wellare Department.

Liza’s treatment by child welfare authorities, being removed from and replaced back at
home. was noi uncommaon. It happened to many of the young people interviewed on a number of
occasions. This tvpe of reatment had the eflect ol generating mobility. Importantly, it also significd
to the young person that things weren’l o bad at home and that they should be able to put up with
it. Removal from and replacement in a troubled home situation by welfare authorities also
lacilitated & situvation wherein blame and responsibility for a young person’s troubled home lile
could be trapsferred directly to the young person by concentrating on their running away and the
other behavioural consegquences of this treatment.

Julie. for example, had been severely beaten by her stepfather [rom the age of (hirteen:

Int: How long had. um. there been problems with your stepdad? Couple of years like when
you were 13, 14, you said?

Julie: Yeah, half through 13 until I was about 15 “cos I got moved out.

Int: Did you, before you ran away, did you try and do anything about it?

Julie: Oh. I ran away & lew times, it wasn't just once. And [ talked t¢ people ghout it and

that and I had a Child Care Officer and | got moved out once before that, then T got
put back, you know for me o try and sort things out with them but [it} never worked

out.
Int: Did. um, were they helpful, Children’s Services?
Julie: Oh a htle bit, you know, they always wanted me to go back there all the time, you

know. go home all the time, you shouldn’t run away. you shouldnt do this. but [T]
don’t think that they really understood what it was like.

Int: Waus there unyone else you could talk to?

Julie: No just a Child Care Officer.

Int: Right. 8o cach time that happened it wasn't successful anyway, the same thing just
happened.

Julie: Yeah.

(e) Desire for Independence

Some of the young people interviewed did leave home because of a desire for freedom and
independence. However, the young people’s expressed desire [or independence rarely or never
stood alonc as a reason for leaving home or of not returning. It was invariably in the context of a
sitwation of conflict and was seen as the positive side of escape from that conllict. Often contlict
was over parental restrictions: going oul. smoking. drinking. choice of Iriends, desire to leave
school ete.

Int: What was happening at home at that time o make you lzave?

Harry: Lots of arsuments,

Int: What would vou argue over?

Harry: Anything. any little things, what channel you were watching on TV, just things like
that.
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Int: Did you used to get into trouble when you ran away”

Harry: No. Not really.
Int: What did you used to get into trouble for?
Harry: Not cleanming up my room and things like that. Just the basic housc things. And 1

started drinking about 16 or 17, so that would be a bit of a problem.

Int: What finally made vou leave?

Harry: Well T just didn’t want 1o stay with my parenis any longer, with Adrian. | just wanted
to get out and do a few things for myself.

Liza: Oh. I just didn’t get on with her. she always wanted me. she told me who my [riends
were and. um.

Int: You telt she had too many rules. You said she was a bit like o house parent.

Liza: And then she decided that 1 wasn™t allowed to go out at all at night and not on

weekends and 1 wasn't allowed to use the “phone and she just wanled me to do
everything [or her and didn’t want to let me do anything.

Int: So what's wrong with mum’s rules.
Liza: They were just too. too much.

Often underlying these presenting difficulties were deeper issues within the family: poor
communication. lack of understanding or recognition of the young person. Sybil. for example, as a
15 vear old was frustrated by inability 1o communicate with her family about the poignant issues
she faced as a young person, and the lack of recognition of her as a maturing person.

Sybil: You couldn’t talk. 1°d left at school at, um. 15 1 left school and "um. they were still

treating me like a two year old and T couldn’t talk. T could go out anywhere, [ was
working, al the age of 15 1 had a 22 year old boyfriend.

Int: What did you need to talk about that you couldn't?
Syhil: About me. about what I wus feeling inside, about my feelings, about Hfe iself, I mean,

t even thought about finishing my life because [ didn’t want to live any more. They
were building up inside of me. I mean. I'd close my cyes and all T could see was
problems and hassles flashing through my mind. you know. Where am | going to end
up. what am I going to do. F'm going to be a bum on the streets for the rest of my life.

Int: When did you think that? Before you left home or atter you lelt home?

Svbil: Betore Tlcft home. Because 1 couldn’t sec any. | mean now [ can see the light at the
end of the tunsel, but before all [ could sce was the door that was slammed o my
face.

Int: How would you describe the actual first time that you left. Were you lorced out, did

you run away, were you thrown oul. kicked out? Did you actually sit down with your
parents and say, fook I'm leaving home. this 1s what T'm going to do, this is how ['m
going 1o live?

Sybil: No. T just said T was going "cos 1 had enough and they didn’t want me 10 go. they
thought we could sort things oul. and I'lelt and Velt it very scary because | had 10 do
things for myscelf and I didn’t have Mum and Dad to say, hey, look, this s, can vou
take me here, can you take me there. I was having to depend on myself all the time.

Int; And what made vou lnally move, what actually happened”?
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Syhil: Lm. Mum and 1 had an argument about something. 1 ¢an’t remember now, and ah. 10°d
been going on for the last three weeks and | had a boy(riend at that stage and 1°d been
um, going out at night and not coming home. Like the first ime 1 ever did that was in
April, 28th to be exact, my father’s birthday. which T didn’t know it was his birthday, 1
forgot completely about it, and I didn’( come home that night and it just happened all
from there. [ mean, [ felt the freedom and 1 wanted it so badly.

(f} Need to Leave Home for Work

Twao of the young people reported that the need to leave home w find employment was a major
reason for their break (rom their fumily. In both cases. other fuctors were also significant. John
reporled abuse by his mother and steplather and contlict with his siep-siblings.

John: Before | left I'd done all the work meseltf. Set meself up for a job. while T was living at
home T was on the dole and [ was getting money. Every time T got money 1°d suve 1l
and go down to Sydney, look for a job. And [ found one. I didn’t tell me parents, that’s
why I left that morning, Three o'clock in the moming so [ could get down in Sydney
by a certain time so T could start. V

Int: S0 you had a job lined up?

John: | had a job lined up that morning [ lefi home.

Int: What sort of job was it7

John: Rolling root racks, Making vool racks for cars. Had a caravan set up,

For Phoebe as well. the scarcity of jobs for a young school leaver in a country town
combined with other factors to cause her 1o feave home,

Phoebe: Yes, she did, not (o get rid of me. but there was tension, alse. at home. with my own
little stepbrother ... we would just fight and fight and fight ali the time ... e was
vounger than me, se¢ Mum suid to me it was best for me if 1 came down here and
looked for a job, “cos I couldn’t find anything up in Quilpie and Quilpie being a small
town, you couldn’t do anything.

(g) Leaving Out of Consideration for Others

Some young people reported leaving home for the sake of others in the Tamily. The more specific

reasons are as varied as the number of individuals,

Trish came from New Zcalund to the Gold Coast to stay with her sister. Her sister asked
her 1o leave after a couple of months.

Trish: She said to me that she couldn’t afford me any maore. she didn't. well it was my
decision to move. not hers. she didn’t threw me out. 1 decided to de that grown up
thing and just find another place hecause I knew that it was upsetting her because |
think they raised the rent and she couldn™t really afford ir,

Kiley was 15 and she belicved her parents’ fought often because of her. She finally
decided o leave in an attempt to save her parent’s marriage:

Int: Was 1t hard for you to make that choice?

Kiley: 1 had two weeks of thinking of 1t straight. "Cos Dad told me once before. And 1 ended
up saying what's the point — 've got to leave later on in life anyway “cos | want to
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travel Australia and do all those sort ol things. [ said. 1 don’t want to split their
marriage up because. vou know, they're fairly close. And it’d destroy Mum if they
split their marriage up. Mum would be in hospital straight away.
Kiley's shouldering of responsibility is remarkable as an illustration of the internalisation
of blame for problems which many yvoung people display. Compare the preceding paragraph o the
actual moment of leaving.

Int: What finally made you leave? What was the thing?
Kiley: The thing that made me leave — one day they'd ... Dad, after Dad chucked the

speaker at me and was having a go at me and fighting and lighting. 1 said. look if you
don’t like me living here, why don’t you say so. Why can’t you find me other
accommodation? Like, ring up ... and ask tor me to go up the coast. And they said.
Dad come in, he just started a mass argument. He hit me a few times so | just said. I'm
going. Dad goes, gel out of my house now, ... 1 suid, "I'm going”. | said, T will go®.
He said, “Get out of my housc. Quickly pack your stuff’. Like he give ten scconds to
do it. Packed all my stuft. still got a whole pile of my stuff at home mostly. And T left.
And Dad’s been happy ever since.

(h) Time Out: Parent not Coping

Some young people left home as a result of a decision by a parent that they could ne longer cope
with living with the voung person. This was prefaced by the desire ro maintain the relationship in
some [orm.

The situation is similar to those described in the last section except that in this case the
parent’s position as powerbroker is explicic it is the parent’s decision and the yeung person is
torced to comply. It s atways the young person who must move on.

For Roger, an ongoing contlict with his parents resulted in what superficially was an
amicable agreement that he would move into a refuge.

Int: And you left again last Friday?

Roger: Yeah, 1 lelt. Gh Mum’s, that when me and mum agreed we both need a bir of time to
sort our differences out because she was under a lot ol pressure and so was [ 50 she
siid three or four months will do just fine. and if you want 1o come back, you can
come back, if vou don’t well. just let her know and just keep in contact. Bur me
stepdad, he™s not worried at all, he said to Mum. She said, "Do you want him o
leave'. and he goes, "It’s up to you", and Mum, and [ agreed with Mum. I said, “Yeuh,
I'll go [we] both need time to sort our diflerences out’, he said, "Get lost’, didn’t cven
have time to pack me clothes, he just kicked me straight out.

The reader will also recall Wendy's predicament discussed in the section on sexual abuse.
She was moving out because her mother wanted a “break from her’ and to allow the father 10 move
home.

(i) Death of Parent/Caregiver

Of the one hundred voung people interviewed. twelve reported having a parent deccased. This
clearly reduced their accommodation options wid in somie cases was a direct cause of homelessness.
In other situations the unresolved and often unacknowledged grief of the young person causcd
major problems in day-to-day living. 1t made refationships with the surviving parents and step-
parents diflicalt and hampered attempts o maintain stable accommadation.

41



Marcus had been bereft of sceure accommaodation for the preceding year. He had lived
with his father and brother from an carly age. He attributed his homelessness to the unexpected
death of his father.

Int: [When] did you regard vourself us having moved away from home?
Marcus: As soon as Dad died.
Int: As soon as Dad died, yeah. So you were 4. April last year. Yeah. How did you know

you had to lcave there?
Marcus: Because we couldn't stay there.
Int: And why was that?
Marcus: There was no one fe support us there.
Int: Who told you that you had to leave?

Marcus: Me grandmother,

SUMMARY

The home lives and relationships of these young people were ditficult and frequently abusive and
oppressive, While different reasons for leaving home have been categorised, in most situations a
number of factors were operating which resulted in the young person leaving home or being
removed from home.

Leaving home, or being removed from home, docs not inevitably lead 1o homelessness.
However, for these voung people the consequence of leaving home or being removed from home
was that at that time, or shortly afterwards, they were homeless, Why and how they became
hometless 13 discussed in the next chapter,
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Chapter 5
Becoming Homeless

In this chapter, differing paths to homelessness are considered.

The aum is to highlight the muanner in which factors combine to limit a young person’s
options and produce homelessness. Once hemeless. choices are further narrowed. readering young
people vulnerable to additional abuse and exploitation.

Initially, the paths to homelessness are considered in terms of the voung people’s [irst
cxperience of being without o home. This can result from a decision of the parents to eviet the child.
the removal of the child by the siate, the decision of the child to lcave and the loss of
accommidation due to other factors, such as foss of emplovment.

(a) Kicked Out

Leaving home was frequently not a decision taken by the young person: rather it was a parent’s
decision. After a period ol conflict the parent simply told the child to feave or, literally. packed their
bags and threw them on the street. Most oflen such young people sought help from friends and
parents of friends. This provides a partial solution in that shelter is provided. but this type ol shelter
is considered by young people to be temporary. They are not there as of right ner are they paying
their way

Tan, for instance. was thrown out of home at 13, He stayed with a school friend’s parents.
Whilst these people were good to him, he was uncomfortable living oft them. His biggest problem
wils:

Ian: ... tryving e go 1 the cupboard, get your own food and that was a hassle "cos its not
my housc iike ... 17d leel badly.

When his fricnd’s parents told him they were having difficulty supporting him. he went to
another friend’s place. and so on. Lan contipued to attend school through several more moves, but
eventually was forced 1o lcave so he could get a job to support himself.

It is of concern that many young people who are thrown out of home receive no assistance
o resolve their family ditficulties or W assist them 0 obtun stable accommodation. The main
publically identified sources of assistance to young people arc the police and the child welfare
services. Children tend to approach both statutory agencics as a last resort and consequently.
assistance is rarely provided until the situation is desperate

For example. Tom was evicted {rom the family home in Canberra when he was nine. No
assistunce was provided. or apparently sought. at this mitial break.

Tom: I was nine. My mum kicked me oul. T just started walking to Peak Hill 1o five with my
nam ...
Int: And what happened exactly at that time ... what did she say?
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Tom: Oh. she told me to fuck ofl and not come back again ... that she should ve gone ahead
with an abortion. she wanied an abortion, she didn’™t want me.

Int: Did vou at that time, you were pretty voung. did you ever try and get any help from
anybody?

Tom: No. | stole a purse with a full pension cheque in it

Int: Did anyone cver give you any help then?

Tom: No.

Int: Did you think that there would be anyvone around thar would help you?

Tom: Didn't knew nothing then.

Int: ... you just said life was pretty shitful. do you reckon anybody actually knew that?

Tom: ['m not sure.

Int: Did any adult undersiand or believe what was happening to you at that time?

Tom: ... nobody™d ever believe me. that she™s not like that, she wouldn’t do that, and all this
crap.

Tom lived with his grandparents for about a year but was returned to his mother after they
sold their house. However, nothing had changed. No-one. outside the family, had paid any attention
to Forn's tor his mother’s) distress, no-one had sought to ensure his right to special protection
provided for in the Declaration of the Rights of the Child. Tom was to go through similar
experiences of rejection by his mother, his family. his relatives and friends and eventually by
welfare services. for the next cight vears. Even a suicide attempt did not change anything. Tom has
been homeless tor almost half of his seventeen vears,

Even where those departments with statutory responsibility for young people are involved
in the plight of a homcless yeuth, their responses are often not conducive to preventing the
development of & highly mobile lifestyle after a child is ejected from home.

Sue. after disclosing to the police and welfare services that she had been sexually abused
by her father. was left m a somewhat untenable situation.

Suve: I was still ar home, but they [the Department of Children’s Services] just kept an eye
out on me ... and said if it eot worse repert il straight away and 1°d have to [move]
into a foster home for a while ... Children’s Services sort ol spoke to him about the
problems and T don’t really know what happened with Dad.

Sue continued to live in this rather strained situation: for about a year until, eventuatly, her
father acted.

Sue: [Hel just 1old me he didn’t want me there ... he just said, you go. so Feft o I was
lucky one ol me friends ook me in.

From this point on Sue had no turther contact with the Department. It would appear that
alter Sue’s father had ended the Department’s concern that she might be sexually abused (by
throwing her oul of heme). the Depariment was no longer interested in Sue. In the subsequent one
and & hall years. Sue has moved innumerable times from friends to boarding houses to shelters, up
and down the eastern coast of Queensland, and never once come into contact with the government
department whose statutory responsibility it was to assist her.

IFor these young people. being thrown out of home meant they had 1o rely on their own
resources without the opportunity to plan their departure or the linancial supporl necessary (o
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acquire secure accommaodation. Their vulnerability was made worse by the lack of appropriate
official responses to homelessness. That so few felt that they could seck assistance from anywhere
(except from friends) is an indictment of the existing child welfare services. That their schools
cither did net know of their circumstances or did not offer any help is an indictment of the
cducational services. Almost none of them lelt that the police would be ol ony assistance, Thus,
rejected by their families and cither not knowing ol or being abandoned by those services whose
job itis to protect and assist them, we should not be surprised if these young people make decisions
which have negative consequences.

(b} Being Removed by Police or
Child Welfare Deparitment

When the decision that a child should leave home 18 made by the police or welfare authorities, the
stale assumes (or attempts to assume) legal guardianship; that is, the young person is admitted to
care or wardship. Such intervention docs not necessarily ensure that the rights of the young person
to shelter elc. are guaranteed. Indeed. coming into care, or auempting to have a child commited to
care, often provides a clear path 1o homelessness,

Liza was 11 years old when she was removed from her family by the state. *,.. 1o give my
parcnts a break’. As mentioned in the preceding chapter, she was fostered for several months and
then was returned to her lamily.

Liza: When they senl mc back 1 started running away back to these people. Liza was guite
severely abused by her step-father,

Liza: I had bruises all over me bottom and all across me legs ... The government seen the
bruiscs on me but they still sent me back ... So I stole a lot of meney and they just
said they didn't wanl me any more and they locked me up. Couldn’t cop it. Three
months being locked up treated like a criminal.

During her incarceration Liza was admitted o wardship. She was then placed in a
children’s home, but after running away cight times in two weeks, was again locked up and charged
with being ‘uncontrollable’. This pattern repeated itself over the subsequent years until eventually,
at the age of 15, Liza struck out on her own and moved to Sydney and a refuge. After a fow turns
on the refuge circuit, Liza found herself un the streets trying 1o keep a job.

Int: Right. so what did you do for lood and money?

Liza: Well. T did an embezzlement, that™s what they charged me with ... 1 stole $200 out of
the till at work ... I'd only been there two days ... Like [ had no money w my name, |
hadn’t been sieeping before [ went to work, [ was staying awake., just so I could make
sure I didn™t go to sleep so 1 was on time {or work.

And so it went on. At the age of 16 (and still in the legal guardianship of the state) Liza
was forced info live-in work at a Kings Cross brothel,

Liza: The government knew | was doing it. Youth and Community Services down at Kings
Cross ... knew [ was trying i1 "cos they were giving me no assistance.

When police or welfare services remove a child from its fumily, they obviously do so in
the belict that the child needs “special protection™. And vyet. repeatedly, it was clear that because of
either inappropriate or msufficient action, this removal from an abusive situation facilitated the
child’s entry into homelessness, poverty and exploitation. The abused child is fucther abused by
sociely’s response. Indeed, given the cxperience of the voung people like Liza who were, or had
been. in some form of state care. 1t may be reasonable (o speculate that the state s an unfis paren.
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{c)} Child Leaves Home on Own Impeius

In many situations the young people themselves decide to leave home. Potentially this allows for
greater planning on the part of the young persons about where they will go and how they will live,
The extent 1o which this planning can and does occur is affected by many factors, For example, a
child who runs away because of untenable family or domestic situation is clearly circumscribed in
the extent te which they can plan. Further structural factors. such as the lack of and/or low level of
income support, the lack of jobs, the lack of cheap accommodation and so on, make it difficult to
realistically plan tor leaving. These same factors hinder the successful implementation of any plan
and frequently homelessness results.

Mandy decided to leave home at the ase of 13, after having gone through several years of
conflict with her parents (who were divorced and who moved her backwards and forwards from one
1o the other) and physical abuse from her mother’s boyfriend. She and her cousin left their homes at
the same time and went to a welfare agency which placed them in refuge accommodation, They
then moved in with some male friends. Eventually her mother found her *... and the police came
around and 1 was locked up in Minda for uncontrollable’. She was then released and placed in a
refuge.

Soon after, she was again locked up in Minda for being “uncontrollable” but was
eventually released and placed again in a refuge. The farce was then repeated a third, and finally, a
fourth time:

Mandy: ... they tried 10 do that again actually, and then 1 already bad four charges of
uncontrollable on me and because I'd been locked up so many times I wus mixing
with the wrong people. and um then | just started getting into trouble, like break and
enters.

Anna, an adopted child, experienced much rejection and emotional and physical
deprivation throughout her childhood. Her mother frequently locked her in her bedroom all
weekend. At the age of 15 she decided,

Anna: I've got o get oul of there. T can’t stay in a locked room afl me life. I've got to get out
and see the world, so T decided 1 did. 1t's a hard way, but 1"d be locked up in me room
until I was 21. I've got to lind out the hard way and if that’s what I've gol to do. |
have to do it

Anna sought her mother’s permission 1o leave, telling her she had a place to go. Her
mother agreed to her departurc. In fact, Anna had nowhere to go. She headed for Bondi and stept on
the beach. Next day a stranger approached her and offered 1o let her stay. Like many young people
she had little choice but to take up with acquaintances of very short duration.

Anna: ... she took me in. 1 was living there for about two months. It just happened. T was just
s0 lucky, vou know. After then everything started to go wrong.

Her “henelactor’s” husband not only raped her on a number ot occasions but infected her
with a sexually transmitted discase. By chance, Anna came to the attention ol the police and was
placed in & retfuge. By her account, to gain admission to another refuge where a friend was staying.
Anna received goods stolen from her friend. After being charged Anna was admitted to the refuge
of her choice. Here, she was “hashed up™ and was moved to yet another refuge. There, the fact that
she had herpes was revealed and she was abused and tormented.

Anna: ... Lthought if I"ve got to put up with this shit, I'm getting out. So | come up here (1o
the Gold Coast].
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All of this happened to Anna in the fast vear. She was still 15 when she was interviewed
and had been working as a stripper. At the time of interview she had no income. no permancnt
housing. no adult support. a criminal record and a sexually transmitted disease. The choices that she
had made — to leave home. to move from one refuge (o another, to steal. 1o work as a stripper —
were not real choices at all. From the time she feli she was forced o leave home. her options
became further restricted. Each choice further trapped her into homelessness.

Maria had been sexually and physically abused by her father for years when she decided o
leave home. Maria left home while her father was away and moved around a little before settling in
a town where she found work as a strapper at a racing stables. She obtained this employment
through a male [riend with whom she started living. as she had little money and no accommedation,
Unfortunately.

. ... he just started getting really abusive and that -, he just used 10 bash me and bash
me.

Having almost no money and nowhere to go. she put up with this for several months.
Eventually she left and located her mother in GSAP accommaodation at the Gold Const, Maria was
part of the hidden homeless. living in an exploilative relationship in order to obtain shelter. This iy
discussed in subsequent chapters.

The futility of developing policies and responses to homelessness which conceptualise it
merely as an absence of sheiter is clear [Tom these accounts. It is impossible in most situations 1o
pinpoint the moment of homelessness. Usually, becoming homeless is a process ruther than an
event.

(d) Loss of Employment

Not all young homeless people become homeless after leaving home or being removed from home.
T-or some the initial transinon is successtul. They are employed. or obtain emplovment, and are able
to atford o secure accommodation, They become homeless because they lose their job and arc
unable to atford rent and either leave or are evicted. For one or more of the reasons discussed in
Chapter 4, they are unable to return to, or depend on. their family for support and accommaodation.

Tim. for example. wus 16 when he left home with his mother’s consent. He had a
reasonably well paying job and a {lat of his own. He was coping well financially and maintained
contact with his family and friends. However. then he lost his job and, inevitably, his flat. Tim feli
unable (0 return home because of conflict with his mother’s de facte. Forced to moeve in with
friends, there were the inevitable problems and Tim began on the highly mobile. poorly linunced
treadmill ol homelessness. After several moves around Brishane he moved to Townsville in the
hope ol getting work, Living in a lent i a caravan park with no money. Tim committed burglary,
He was placed on probation and told that it would be a breach of the conditions of probation for
him to continue to iive ina tent. So he returned Lo Brishane and had to sleep in a park,

Tim: I didn’t have any money at the ttime ... none of (the banks were open. they wouldn't let
me go into the caravan park or anything, pitch my tenl or anylhing ... without sceing
money, [irst.

Tim eventually found somewhere 1o board only to be sexually harassed. He maved on. Al
the time of interview Tim was receiving Jobsearch Allowance of $50 a week and boarding with a
family.

Int: I general who sort of problems have you had in finding somewhere 1o live?
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Tim: 1t's just quite hard “cos vou can’t really. on your own ... you can't really aflord to live
in a caravan, ‘cos once you ve paid the rent vou've got nothing to live on.

Loss of jobs precipitated incidents ol homelessness Tor young people 1 all locations,
Without jobs they were propelled into homelessness by poverty. Fhe level of income support for
unemployed yvouth who are homeless and the Jack of cheap bousing are central facters in the
phenomenon of “youth homelessness”™.

{e} Loss of Parent

[t was noted in Chapter 4 that the death of the child’s primary caregiver may also result in
homelessness, After Marcus’s father’s death he moved to Canberra to live with his grandmother and
his mother.

Marcus: b couldn™t live there because 1 don’t get along with my step-father. he hit me once, my
step-father, her hushand, hit me once ... she called my dad something and he called
my dad something. so [ nearly kitled him. Then I couldn’™ stay there, so 1 just come
back here.

He left Canberra and returned (o Brisbane to find his aunt. After spending several days
waundering the strects and sleeping oul. he finally located his aunt and moved in with her. This
arrangement failed, so he moved o a friend’s house and was then made o return to his aunt by the
child welfare department. This again [ailed and. alter sleeping in industrial bins for several nights,
Marcus began on the refuge circuit. In the thirteen months between his father’s death and when he
was interviewed. Marcus had moved nineteen times:

Int: What do vou really need in terms of housing?
Marcus: - Dwaant to settle down in one place.

Int: fs that what vou need?

Marcus: Yes. Someone (o love me. oo,

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have illustrated different ways in which young people {irst come to be homeless
and then charted their subsequent histories. This has highlighted a series ol structural forces which
prolong and aggravate homelessness. These include poverty. which 1s both a cause and conseguence
ol homelessness, and a lack ol appropriate assistance rom social institutions such as police. schools
and welfare agencies.
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Chapter 6

Barriers to Accommodation

Young people encounter a runge of barriers to obtaining secure accommodation. The barriers
reported by young people are discussed in this chapter. Again it should be noted thar although these
barriers arc considered separately. they often interact for any one person,

{a} Lack of Money

For many young people. a lack of money is & major barrier to obtaining and maintaining stable and
secure accommodation.

Those young peaple who leave or are forced outl of home at short notice are rarely in
receipt of an income. Thomas, for instance, had hitchhiked [rom Victoria o the Gold Coast. He was
a well presented lad but had no incorme. He was 17 years okl and until he left home was completing
the final year ol his sccondary education in a private school. He maintined he liked school but
could no fonger put up with his parents” ucaiment of him, During his first week at the Gold Coast
ke slept out in post ollices and bus shelters. He obtained food by cating the food left over by
tourists in food halls. He was referred 1o GSAP accommodation when he sought to obtain
employment from the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES). At the time ol the interview he
wits in the process of applying for a Social Security benelit. Thomas was clear that the lack of
inceme stood between him and somewhere to live.

Thomas:  Just money. that's all. Like, you know. you vould get the accommodation. just it's
money, thiat’s the problem.

Fven when a young persen had accommodation. a lack of income jeopuardises tha
accommodation. Many young people leave home and initially seek and obtain accommaodation with
relatives or the parents of friends. Their inability to pay their way further hinders their ability 1o
plan thelr future, Ralph. for example, wus staying with his aunt,

Int: Is this where you want to stay, at vour aunty’s?

Ralph: No. I wouldn'l. "cos she’s gonna kick me out soon. "Cos [ been staying there Tor ages.

Int: Why is she going to kick you out?

Ralph: 1 dunno, “cos she's getring sick of me staying there, “cos [ been staying there lor ages
and she's not getling no money throvgh me for staying there.

Int: Wlal ubout this money problem?

Raiph: Oh. tiat’s the only problem, "cos T don't give no money and she's got 1o keep feeding

me and she gives me money 1o go out and all that and she's not getting that much 1o
keep me.
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His aunt’s financial predicament is of concern to Ralph. He lacks the necessary knowledge
or resources at this stage (o negotiate a living arrangement with his aunt which would ensure that
ker financial security and his need for shelter and material and emotional support are met.
Arrangements such as Ralph’s are often recipes for disaster in that the rclulionship between the
young person and the caring adult is subject to additional financial stress which often causes the
relationship to disintegrate.

Access to income through social security benefits does not guarantee sccure accom-
modation. The level of benefits creates and feeds a lifestyle of instability. Petra left a siiuation of
sexual abuse and moved from place o place, generally of acquaintances whom she had met in the
street or on the road.

Int: At what stage did you think that you had something [housing| permanent?
Petra: 1 thought with the people 1 was living in the flat. that would be permanent. but because

1 didn’t have any income. of course, T wasn’t allowed 1o stay there lor nothing for a
long time, but the people thal 1 went to Perth with said they could get me some help
from social workers or something and I could stay with them until 1 um get a job or [
could go back to school ence they oet some money from Social Security... 1 mean,
they v:'ere._ or seemed like my friends and they sort of taught me how o steal
supermarkets and how to sell drugs and things Tike that.

Int: Mm. To gel the amount of money that you actually needed. what would have helped
vou then, in those days?

Petra: I don’t, well Social Security wouldn™t hive given me enough money at that stage. 1l
was $50 a week. 1 mean il vou want (o live somewhere you need bond and you have
toy eat, you can’t eat and pay rent and everything else on $30 a week.

Int: OK. Lets talk about some other stuff. about acconunodation. What are the main
problems you had in finding somewhere to hive?

Petra: Not having enough bond, and not having enough money to get all your, the things you
need. Jike your gas put on and your electricity. and then finding somebody that would
fet you live in thelr place. being at such a young age.

Int: M.

Petra: And il you have te share, finding people who'd share with you and who weren’t going
1o rip you off.

Int: So when you've stayed with friends, or acquaintances, people that you just happen to
run into in the gym or something. have there been difliculties with that?

Petra: Yeah. because if you haven't got the money to pay for your awn way lotully. they
think that they are allowed to control your entire lite and. [ mean. you don’t want
someone telling you to iron your clothes, to wuash your hair, 1o wash up this and do
that and why don’t you have a bath. and things like that.

Int: So thats with someone who's o1t of an acquaintance, wha’s a bit older than yourselt.
bossing you around. What about when you lived with friends your own age?

Petra: Because they're not likely 1o have much money either. You'll get into arguments aboul
paying bitls and spending o much money on this and especially with food, I've
always had problems when I was living with Sally and Rhonda. they thought we
should split the food bill but we didn’t agree on the same foods and we had so many
problems.
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The process ol acquiring accommodation - the need to pay band., rent in advance and (or
utilitics. forces yoeung people into debe. [i 15 a debt that they are freguently unable to repay, Their
tenure is commenced without the money for necessities of life.

Tim: It's just quite hard. "cos you can’t really [live] on your own. you can’t really get out
and. like. move. You can’t really afford 1o live 1o a caravan, “cos ance you've paid the
rent. you've got nothing to live on.

Young people are predominantly exciuded frem the public housing scetor. However. for
young people at the Gold Coast. Brisbane and the Cross. the lack of public housing was only
infrequently identified as an accommodation barrier. This contrasted with the experience of the
Canberra/Queanbeyan sample (discussed below). tnstead. the cost of renting and their low income
were identified as the main barriers 1o accommodation,

The precarious nature of voung people’s housing lenure also results from their tenuous
labour market situation. Young people can sometimes scrape by if they are employed. but the level
of vouth income andfor the loss of the job can prevent voung people from acquiring the requisite
money to obtain and maintain accommeodation.

In summary, lack of money is a major hurdle for voung people attempling to obtain stable.
sccure accommodation. Young people without any source of income are particularly disadvantaged
in obtaining accommodation and are [orced into temporary arrangements with triends and
acquuintances, forms ol emergency accommodation or exploitive relationships. Those in receipt of
some form of benefit experience difficulty because of the low level of benefits. The “srart up® of
costs of housing, including bond. rent in advance and the connection of utilities, also prevents
young people from obtaining accommodation. Finally. loss ol income resulting from loss of
employment results in young people being unable to maintain the accommodation in which they are
living,

{b) Lack of Affordable Accommodation

The paradox of homelessness is that people are without secure shelter while houses and (Tats are
vacant all over Australia. This was mest marked en the Geld Coast with its ample supply of hohiday
accommodation.

Maria left home afier years of sexual abuse. She moved in with a boylriend. an alcoholic.
and was subject to months of violence at his hunds. She escaped (literally) from this situation and
sought to contact her mother. Her mother had left the futher shortly after she did. They found each
other in GSAP accommadation at the Gold Coust.

Maria: [S]ince Tve been back with Mum we've been trying Lo find a house and that, so we

can all move out into a house. so we can be a family again. “cos it gets a bit tense
around here with everyone around,

Int: Oh mdeed. so what's stopping that? Would it be mainly cost or availability of housing.
or the ared that vou're in?
Maria: Well there’s heaps of empty houses around. but there’s always the cost 100, Like we

went tor a house. it was $108 per week. We could manage (hat as there's going to he
me. Mum and Charles. that's my boytriend, and Mum’s boyiriend. We were poing to
all pitch in together and pay that, but then the house got sold. It's mainly the cost and
there’s not many houses round either.

For those on low incomes, public housing is one of the few avenues to sale. seeure
accommodation. Public Housing authorities have Tittle history of providing accommodation tor
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voung people. Some young people in Sydney and Canberra commented adversely as 1o the

availubility of public housing and 1o their wreatment by the Public Heusing authorities. 1t is notable

that public housing was not an issue for those in Queensland — it wasn™t considered to be available.

Simon: You're treated like a circus toy there. like they play with you, run vou round like.
they 1 send you to about four places or something “cos of your age and that they'll
just muck around with vou and that. the enly things [ found helplul there was the
|free] cotlee machines.

Int: In general. what problems have you had in linding places to live?
Marion: I don’t know, 1've never had any problems,
Int: In terms of linding refuges, 1f you want to sct up by yourscll though, in your own

accommodation. Have vou ever tried that?
Marion: Yeah. T went dewn in Housing Comimission. bul you have to wail heaps to get one,

For young people the combination ol lack of meney and lack of appropriate. aflordable
accommocdation acts 1o create an almost impenetrable barrier.

(c} Age

In addition o their lack of income and the lack of appropriate, affordable accommodation. young
people believed that they were additionally disadvantaged by their age. Some cited legal barriers,
that they were under 18 vears of age and were unable 1o sign leases. others thut age implied low
incomes and a final group areued that they were discriminated against simply because they were
YOUNE.

{1) Leases

The issue of their legal capacity to enter into leases was explicitly raised by voung peopie inall four

locations.

int: What about trying 1o get somewhere privately? What are the problems there?

Mandy: ['m too young.

Int: So you can’t rent something yourselt?

Mandy: Nen Tean't get a Housing Commission “cos ['m oo young, plus there would be too
much of @ wait, Tean’t just rent a flat like from a real estaie "cos Teant sign the lease.

Phoebe: Yes. um. being voung and not able 1o get a flat because you're not 18, "cos when you

move into a flat you've 2ot 10 be at least 18, you've got to have a guarantor., or

someoene older than veu moving in there with you, which is pretly hard.
The difficulties with leases is lacil knowledge Tor many young peeple. Muny have not
actually had contact with real estate agents or experienced difficulties with real estate agents

thenmselves,

Robyn: Not nwuch money, that's the main one. And when you're 16, even if you have got the
money. vou can’t get a [Tal because you're 100 young.

Int: Have vou loaked for a flat yourself?

Robyn: There's no point. Like. I would look but there’s no peint in looking. Because even it |
did have the moeney I wouldn't be ahle to get it because ['m teo young. You've gol o
be 18,
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The impact of such ideas is twofold. At one level it acts as a direct bartder, The nability 1o
sign @ lease prevents the securing of legitimate tenure. The second level is also impormnt. Mast
voung people have not had the direct experience of being refused accommodarion because they
were not 18 years., The widely held beliel that they canmot sign leases provides an iH\‘L!l'IIi()LlHlLl[)ﬂ')
structural barrier to legitimate and secure accommodation. They are marginalised and excluded
even belore they seek accommodation.

{ii} Age and income

It was noted above that the lack of income was w major barrier to obtaining necommodation, In
many cases this was linked 1o the fower income. wages or benefits available to young people.

Ini: In terms of your housing. what's siopping you from having what vou want?
Gwenn: Money. age. money and avce.
Int: Do you think that young people have more problems finding sccommodation than

aclults?
Robyn: Yep.
Int: Why's that?

Robyn: More income and age. They don’t trust you if you're o young. They think you're oo
young to move into a flat, you know

(iii) Discrimination

Meost keenly felr was the beliet that they were diseriminated against because of their age.

Ann: Yeah.

Int: Why's that?

Ann: “Cos nobody gives any youth a go. Some do, some ... Not very many people do.

Int: And why do you think that some young people have more problems than other young
people linding accommodation’? ) i

Ann: The way they live. The way they speak. 1 dunne. just the way they look wnd speak. if
they look different 1o what one person doces, that person would get it

Int: What stopping you from doing that?

Gavin: Meney, money. But there’s places now where you can get bond money. so we are

guing to do that next week and try and get & bond. But mainly il T went o a real estate
fagent| or something. they'd just take one took al me and say no you're too yvoung angd
cven it they didn't think I was 100 young, they probably would think the witlls v:'ouﬁd
get wrecked and think alt the worst things that can happen,

Sarah: They want serneone okder and more quiet, not like — we re younger and fave parties
alot
Int: Why do you think that some young people have more preblems than other voune

people in linding accommaodation.

Marion; Cos some ol the real estate agents don’t like the people that have problenss cos
they ve got too many problems.

Int: How do real estate agents el the difierence?

53



Marion: I don’t know. From their background and that.

Int: How do they find that out?

Marion: I wouldn't have a clue, but they do. They just don’t like the look of ya, they know,
Int; They measure it accurately”?

Marion: I don’t know. ['ve never been to one.

It is not just the fact that they are 15 or 16 years of age that bars young people from
accommodation, but thelr pereeplion that they are considered undesirable in some way. This reflects
their perception of their inferior position in sociely. It is cxpressed. for example, through their
comments about real estate agents. Most do not have direct contact with real estale agents yel it1s

part of their beliel systems that young people are not welcome as tenants and not welcomed by real
eslate agents.

(d) Gender

Young people varied in the extent to which they indicated that gender affected their access o
accommodation. Many stated they believed it made no difference. This was especially the case for
young males. Seme voung males believed that women's ability to trade sex for accommaodation left
them hetter placed than males. Young women were concerned ubout the potential for exploitation
and did not see it as advancing their efforts to obtain safe, secure accommaodation. Indeed. fear of
exploitation was a signilicant concern for young women seeking accommodation,

Some voung women reported direet experience of being relused accommeodation because
they were young women. IFiona and her friends tried to rent a caravan. without success.

Int: So you reckon cost is the main problem?

Fiona: Yeah, we tried caravans, we can afford a caravan, no worries. but they reckon three
girls in a caravan by themselves causes too much trouble in a park.

Int: Whao said that?

Fiona: Blue Gum Caravan Park., And some of the other parks won’'t take us “cos we're too
voung, but that's beside the point, we reckon we're mature enough 10 get our own
place.

Fiona: Well, like T sald. at the caravan park [they said] three females alone in a caravan would
cause too much trouble amongst the males.

Int: And so how does that make it harder [or you?

Fiona: It's sexist,

Time and time agam young people reported potentially legitimate and viable options being
closed off because of extrancous factors.

Young women also indicated that there was less emergency accommodation available to

them.
Steph: I think they should have another room for the girls, Instead they got two rooms for the
euys and they only got one for the girls,
Debbic. who finally found accommaodation at o GSAP refuge. reports:
Int: Do you think being a female makes it harder to find somewhere suituble?

Debbie: Yeuh.
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Int: Why do you think that's the case?

Debbie: I went 1o Redhead in Newcastle, no vacancies for females, everywhere 1 went, no
vacancies tor lemales.

Int: And why do you think that is. that there are no vacancies?

Debbie: [ don’t know, but most ol them are male that stay there,

Int: What about the needs of voung women?

Dehbie: Don't know.
Brian, also felr that there was less accommuodation [or young women.

His comments also highlight the manner in which refuges/shelters often compound
difficulties and generate a transient and mobile lifestyle.

Brian: I didn’t want Shelley cut on the streets, like she got kicked out of home, or left home
or whatever happened and she come here, and I scen her and asked her where she's
living and she said nowherc. and [ tried to get her into the hostel here, and they
wouldnt let her in here because she knew me, so 1 decided o move out as well so 1
was outl on the strects with her because 1 didn’t want her out on the streets by herself.
So we ended up going out and then a few davs later, see onc of the ather guys from
the hostel which is in Sydney now, he got his money, then we wenl 10 Sydney with
him. He supplied us with accommodation, vou know, money the whole lot, and then a
few days later he just took ofl and we never seen him again. He just, he was going
down the road to the bank, he™1l be back in half an hour. And we didn’t see him for the
rest of the week, then the rent ran out 5o we had to move out, so [ slayed at a shelter
and Shelley at some place ... It just & normal house for people ...

Int: OK. How do you think young women gel treated. betier, worse, or the same as young
men?
Brian: Oh, I reckon they get treated less. That's what [ reckon, because Shelley stayed in a

hostel exactly the same as what I'm staying in, she gets hassled every morning,
because they’re trying to accuse her of being out at ten thirty al night. after ten thirty,
vou know, with me. when I'm in bed asleep, she gets ripped oui st six o’clock in the
morning and hassled, they don’t get fed over there, they gotta buy their own food, you
know, they've gotta do more independence than we do. We gel all our meals madc
and they get nothin”, Oh well, you'd think they'd have a lot more accommodation for
young women than they would men. “cos vou know, it's dilferent to us, sleeping on
the streets, than it is ...

Some young men feit that, rather than fewer beds for women, there were more. Because
young women were seent as more vulnerable, refuges were prepared to take them in — this, of
coursc, contrasted to the expericnees of young women secking accommodation. Some young men
did. however, leel that they suffered from the stereotyping of masculinity,

Int: So do you think young men have got it harder than young women?
Harry: Not much harder, but yeah.

Int: A litle bil?

Harry: Yeah.

Int: What would make that difference. do you think?
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Harry: Lim. Because males are supposed to look after themselves and females. well. they

aren’L
Milan: I think it's harder for men, voung blekes and that. "Cos men are supposed te be
teugher.

societal expectations of men may indecd cause some difficuliies — especially for young
men who have been forced into a premature sell-reliance and who have not experienced satisfactory
relationships of dependency. For young women. however. it was not just the lack of beds in
emergency accommodation. bul thal they lelt at clear risk of violence and exploitation in main-
stream accominodalion.

Int: Do vou reckon being a voung woman makes it harder to find somewhere. or easier?
Petra: Makes it harder ... Because women can't live with men really, unless vou've known

them for u long time. while men can just move into any share house. | mean they re
not likely to get harassed or raped. while women can’t move in with most men. [
mean, if. if a man advertises in the paper. say. looking for someone to move in with
him. if & man moved in they wouldn't have (o worry about being harassed.

Int: Do you think being a female makes it harder to tind suitable accommodation?

Wendy: Yeah. Because you've gol 1o know the people. 10it's 1 guy you might not trust him.

Int: Why docs a female need to know the people and not a male?

Wendy: Well. it o female moves in with a toral male stranger, vou never know what he's like
and he could try something,

Int: Whal about a female and other females who are strangers?

Wendy: Well. that seems OK.

Gender is experienced as an additional vuinerability and additional barrier to obtaining
adequate secure accommodation. Some young women. like Sybil. report being implicitly and
explicitly lorced to trade their bodies (o1 shelter.

Int: What about being a voung woman? Do you think 3t makes it hurder to obtain suitable
accommodation?

Syhil: No. 'y easier for a woman than 1t 1s [or a man.

Ini: Why iy that?

Sybil: Oh, a woman can go up and dress herseli up like a slut. i you want to put it. and pick
up a guy just like that.

Int: o you think that's hard {or a wornan te do. or do you think it's casy.

Sybil: Yes. very, very hard. Tmean, T felt sick. Sick inside for what 1 was doing.

Laura. a sexual assault victim, was forced from a refuge because of sexual harassment.
Laura: Well, somebedy, the boy that I'd been involved in was giving me a really hard time

and he was just harassing me. “cos he was living there oo, and so T just le(t in the end.
went to another refuge.

The tailure to provide adequate out of home uccommeaedation for young people implicitly
condones the exploitation and sexual abuse of young women and men. Indeed young women in
such relationships are the hidden homeless.

Gwenn, a young Canberra woman. expressed it most clearlyv. She was o victim ol physical
and sexual abuse and lived with her “hoviriend”.

Int: Do you think that being male or female makes any difference?

(rwenn: Well the female has got it harder than the male.

Int: Oh. why? What things have led you 1o beligve that?

(rwenn: ... this world is sexist, in a lot of places. usually males are bosses and women can’t get

any higher or can’t earn much money “cos it's all men no women. [ hate that wpic ...
No. no, Ldon't feel at home [here}. "cos most times its not my place. it is his flal, and
they Imy friends} always say to me but it’s yours as well. bul 1 don’t feel comfortable
with that.

Tnit: How long have vou been staying there?

Gwenn: A month.

Int: A month? How long can vou stay there? [s there any time limit on it or .7

Gwenn: No.

Int: And you've also told me that that’s not ..,

Gwenn: Permanent.

Int: And that's not the sort of accommodation you want?

Gwenn: No.

Int: Is it cheap?

Gwenn: Yeah, it's cheap.

Int: Is the food OK?

Gwenn: 1 guess so. He cooked tea so I've had no complaints there.

Int: Right. and il you had whatever you need, would you be somewhere else if vou had
another option.

Gwenn: Yes. 1 would.

Int: And would you still be in a relationship with your boyiriend. do you think?

Gwenn: No.

Int: Soin a lot of ways, veah, that's right? How could. um, how could vour current

accommodation be improved?
Gwenn: Moving. definitely moving.

In summary, young women reported dilficulties in obtaining accommodation caused by
direct discrimination, fack of provision of emergency accommodation for young women and threars
to personal safety. Their lack of, or low, income forced some into relationships for shelter and
material support.

(e) Refuges
Refuges have been a primary response to the problem ol youth homelessness, yet the refuge sysiem
1s cirectly experienced by some young people as a barrier (o adequate, secure accommodation. For
these people, the rules. framework and structure of refuges have contriboted to their homelessness
rather than ameliorated it.

They have entercd refuges either In a state of crisis or after ving o trunsient hifestyle lor
some period. Not surprisingly. they experienced ditlicultics in hiving i a structured settimg. Refuge
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rules provided the potential for contlict, especially for youth who have left their family home after
ongoing conflict.
Marcus, for example. has reservations about the degree of control exercised over him and
the expectations of his behaviour,
Marcus: [T]he thing | hate about this place, when you pay for a “phone call, even a relative,
vou're only allowed on about [ive or ten minutes. Last night [ was trying to ring me
[)1‘()thcr. I"l“he worker] wouldn't believe [ was going o ring me brother up till she
spoke Lo him. Can’t even ring your own girlfriend up. she rang me up the other day.
7.30 in the morning, [ was only speaking tive minutes and they reckon 1 was on for an
hour.

Int: You reckon they don’t understand voung people like to be on the phone a fair bit?

Marcus: Ne. They should know. if they don't like us speaking up here, they should let us go
down the “phone box for a while instead of getting people lo come down and get us
all the time ... Evervone’s got io adjust to not to swear here and that, you know. aboul
two days after I'd been here., T wasn't swearing at the dinner table and two persons
swore and [the worker| she came straight up to me and said “You can go sleep outside,
“cos you swore”, and then Joe stuck up for me and said, *Tt was me’, because it wasn’t
me. Then she kept blaming me, every time she went to go off at us boys she’d always
ook al me, you know, [ hate that.

A standard of behaviour is expected. Those that fail to live up to the standard are out.
Often the stundard rejates to needs of the structure/institution rather than the young people. In that
sense the refuges/hostels can recreate “rules of living™ that are more rigid than the familics they
came from.

Some refuges and hostels require the youny people to be out of the refuges at certain times
of the day and in at others. For young people without income and enduring much instability in their
life. being forced onto the streets each day is often a recipe for disaster. Laura’s situation is an
cxample of the sort of difficulties that rules of the refuges can create. The refuge she stayed al
required voung people to go out and look for work each day,

Laura: Oh yeah. well it’s cheap. cheaper than anything that you’d normally get on the public
markel.

Int: What about freedom?

Laura: There's not much freedom, makes it a bit dilficult at times ... | Tlhey have a weck

night curtew of 10.30 and T had to work tilt twenty past, um half past eleven and. um.
so | got in trouble about that. but the thing is. um, if 1 hadn’t taken the work then it
would have been seen as not doing anything to get mysetl money to get other
accommodation and so T would have been. they probably wouldn’t have let me stay
there any longer anyway.

Refuges also bar access to stable sccommodation in that they facilitate the development of

a transient lifestyle. They often have rules as o the period of residence and the rules related to
entry.

Int: How many refuges did you go to7?
Jason: This is the lust refuge where 1'm staying at now where [ can go to in Sydney.
Int: So how many, at u guess, do you think you've lived in the last six months? This is the

Tast six months we're talking about now.
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Jason: About six,

int: What's good and bad about refuges?

Jason: ... most refuges, three months is about the most you can stay.

Int: Is that why you had 10 leave?

Jason: Yeah. I ran out of places and not enough refuges and Pve run out of places 1o go.
When my time’s up here I'Hl have nowhere else to go. I'll be back on the streets again,

Int: So for two years since you've been oul of home, inciuding the last six months, you've
never really had anything that vou could call permanent?

Jason: Nah. Never.

Int: Why do you thimk some young people have more problems than other young people in

tfinding somewhere to live?

Jason: Well some younger people might have just left home. they ve got more opportunity to
go to places where they haven’t been, than peeple who have been on the streets longer
with less places 1 go and less places to sleep.

Int: But why is that? What happens when you've been on the streets for a leng time ihat
makes it harder for you?
Jason: Because you run out of refuges to go to.
Tt 1s ironic that the resolution of the problem ot lack of shelter is to move a person on to
another shelter or (o refuse them access at all. Rather than seeking to retard the development of a
transient and highly mobile lifesiyle. a refuge cycle is created. The termination of the cycle is the
streets and GSAP accommodation.,

Louise clearly articulated the dual nature of the support and barriers offered by refuges.

Int: What do vou like about your current housing?

Louise: Um. that’s a hard one. Oh, T like the fact that it’s cheap and ... and all that sort of
stuff ...

Int: So do yvou feel supported there?

Louise: Well actually, as [ deseribed Lo you earlier | get the impression that, you know, when |

first came here everybady, they couldn’t do enough to help you, vou know. [It is] sort
of like a little boy whe gets a puppy dog and plays with it for the first few months and
can’t do enough to help it and then all of a sudden they say, oh go away.

Int: Um. so0 how do you think this place could be improved?

Louise: Um. I think. I don't know. 1 think that il they could try and make it info more. a more
homely environment sort of thing, like um, it’s very close to being like a business, 1
mean you know like the bars on the windows ... and, um, you know. they ve got rules
and regulations ... if they could just loosen up a bit and um say if you want o bring a
friend over that's fine. 1t's really hard 10 bring a friend over] because you've eot to sit
in here and you're not allowed in the bedroom. Trying 1o have a conversation with
your boyfriend with all these other people around you. you know, you're going yeah
well. Do you feel comfontable Harry, oh ves lovely thank you, you know | thought so,
So yeah.
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{f} Lifestyle

The titestyle developed by these young people also acts as o burrier to obtaining stable
sccommodation. Donna, who had been fairly mobile for the past year, suggested that it was ier own
attitude that stopped her getting a flat,

Donna: Whar F'd like is to get a flat by myself,

int: But you said vou didn’t like living on your owi,

Donna: But T don’t mind, around Tilly [ know a few people. Oh. there’s a tew people 1 don't
know. bul. I don’t know. I just think I'm at the stage 1 can look after mysetf.

Int: S0 what's stopping you from getting what you need?

Donna: Do I have to el the truth?

Int: Sure.

Donna: L ean't, like if I want to get a place like that I have to commit meself (o go and look for
work, but. oh, at the moment 1 couldn’t be bothered.

Int: So you haven't got the mativation?

Donna: No. T feel lazy. Feel like doin” nothin™. Oh. I feel like that a few times and then T just

get up and go.
The forms of support developed by homeless young people and the relationships
developed may alse act as a barrier to obtaining sccommodation:

int: Looking back over the Tast four years, what's been the main problem that’s made it
difficult for you o find somewhere to live?

Richard:  Probably my attitude. “cos | won't go nowhere ... If 1 get somewhere to live my mates
are comin’ in wiv me. cos | look after my own and [ expect them to do the same for
me and they do.

Int: S0 this group’s pretty foyal 1o each othey ... 7

Richard:  That's right. Death betore dishonour ... ['Clos [ like o be wiv my family and my
fumily’s on the streel. | class them as my family.

One ol the great strengths of these young people is the extent to which they rely on and
support each other. Any sensible response to homelessness will recognise that these bonds arc
positive rather than negative and disruptive.

(g) Fear of Help

Young people are alse prevented from seeking accommodation by fear ol the consequences of
seeking help. For example:

Tracey: [ thought of just going 1o a refluge. staying at a refuge, but 1 theught 1o myselt il [ go
on and do that they re going to call the police and lock me up. So 1 just slept on the
street,

Austin, who was in the care of the Department of Children’s Services. when asked whether
he kept contact with the Department while on the sereets, responded:

Austin: Yeah. [ kept in contact with them all the time, when T was out on the streets as well,

Int: M. Now. did they krow you were on the streets?
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Austin; Ivo. they thought I was living with some people.

Int: Why did they think that?

Austin: "Cos that’s what [ told them. I said ' living with other people, 11 be right,

Int: What would have happened if you'd told them the truth?

Austin: Put away again. put in Wilson or somewhere like that. that's why 1 told them that
because T didn't want to go back to Wilson [a detention centre] ... ) ‘

Int: Did you ever try and sort of go to a refluge or anything like that when vou were on the
sirects? ’

Austin; No.

Int: No. Did you know that they existed?

Austin: Yeah. I knew that. 1t's just that [ didn’t want to.

Int: No? Why not?

Austin: "Cos T just didn 't want to.

Int: Mm.

Austin: "Cos Tdidn"t know what. 1 won't, | would not trust any man in my life, for sure, again.
Me and Des. we get on pretty good. 10 a certain extent, o

Int: Mm, So it’s men you don’t trust?

Austin: Yeah. it’s just men. I trust sheilas. I usually don’t like men. I don't really get on with

men. “cos of what ["ve been through with my old man.

{h) Friends

Whilst young people may not trust formal sources of help, they do rely extensively on their friends
Many initially stay with friends or parents of friends alter leaving home. Just as their ack of incume-
generales ditficulties when living with friends™ parents, it also causes difficulties when they rely on
other young peopie [or survival. ’
Liza: Yeah, what T did is. 1 went 10 a CES office and T got a job, [ got rental relict, I've,
Youth and Community Services they paid my bond and evervlhing for a Mat, 1 had
two of my girlfriends move in with me and | had the job at Hanmimcxgand I was getting
paid $119 a week and 1 was paying $155 a week rent. That's how much my flat Wu:,
and .thc girls were hurdly ever giving me money, and the money 1°d saved from my
previous jobs ... Just really disappeared and I ended up having to [orfeit my hond and

everylhing.
Int: You got behind in the rent?
Liza: No. I was never behind in rent. T just had 10 move out of the flat,
Int: Couldn’t keep it going?
Liza: No.
Int: So then you had to leave vour job 1o0?
Liza: Well I'd lost my job. They. ah. told me that they put a few of us off. they said we were

too young for the position. Gave me a very good reference. that's when 1 ended up
working in a parlour.,
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Int: Have you ever Hved or stayed with [riends or acguaintances?

Liza: Yeah.

Int: What's that been like for you?

Liza: Hard.

Int: Hassles?

Liza: Yeah, well [ was staying with my friend betore T went to Toowoomba, and 1t was like 1

was their built-in ¢leaner and a built-in babysitler. Plus every moncy [ got in she was
always borrowing it off me. s0 she owes me a lot ol money. 1 just lefl, 1 couldn't
handle it.

Int: Is that typical when you've stayed with friends?

Liza: Yeah. it is. They really treat you like a bit of shit. That's when you find cut who your
real {riends are.

Int: When you've had somewhere to live have you ever had friends move in with you?

Liza: Yeah, well when I had that flat T had friends fiving with me.

Int: Way that any hassle?

Liza: Oh they gave me a lot of hassles.

Int: Oh. yeah?

Liza: Like they really used me. (ike partics all the time, not cleaning up. not giving me rent

money and even when L had a hotel room T had {riends staying with me, because like
she had nowhere else (o stay.

Int: Nowhcre to go.
Liza: She never offered to help or anything,

Despite its many difficuelties, living in shared houses is one of the few forms of

accommadation which young people can potentially afford. The chances of the success of such
arrangements are reduced when persons luck experience. legitimate income and basic lite skills.
While shared housing arrangements are to be supported, resources should be made available to
ensure thai (he young person has some chance of success in such accommodation

(i} Lack of Information

Int: Why do you think you weren't able to find this place earlicr?
Troy: [ didn’t even know about it.
Int: So maybe there's not enough publicity so that young people who need it don’t know

where to go. Would that have been a problem do you think?
Troy: Yeah.

Young people forced out of home experience a myriad ol barriers to obtaining accom-
modation and assistance. 11 is appropriate Lo conclude this chapter by noting that fack of knowledge
of the available sources of accommodation hinders access 1o the limited services available, While
this report has concerned itself with young people’s experiences, it is clear from their comments
that those adults from whom they informally seek assistance miy also be unaware of avaiable
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resources. [n their recommendations to prevent and amclorate homelessness. voung peaple stressed
the need tor publicity and informution. This is discussed in detail in the finai chapter.

In this chapter the barriers that veung people said prevented them from obrining secure,
;1d=9quut<3 accommodation were discussed. Theoretically young people are not without support and
assistance in our society. There is a range of social institutions that are entrusted with the
responsibility to support. protect. assist und help young people. In the next four chapters the extent
to which these social institutions hoth cause and ameliorate their homelessness will be considered.
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Chapter 7
Child Welfare Services

s cvery Aunstralian state, child welfare legislation has been enacted to ensure famudies are assisted
1o care for their children. Where parents are unable 1o offer appropriate care. the state is empowcered
10 intervene. protect and provide for children. Olften. however. the state’s intervention does net
resull in the protection ef a child or the provision of a stable, secure home. [n some cases. though
certainly not all, the responses of the child welfare agencies facilitated the developmeni of
hamelessness.

{a) Failure to Intervene

A surprising number of those interviewed had never had contact with statutory child wellure
departments. In seme cases, these children had been homeless Tor several years. lan. [or instance.
had been homeless for four years. During this time he travelled form Victoria 1o Queensland
without coming to the attention of the appropriute governmenl departments. Imbued with the
ideology of individualism. lan had always sought 1o provide for himsell so as to avoid becoming a
‘bludger’.

[0 other situations. the welfare authoritics knew that a young person was expericncing
dilficulties but fatled (o intervene.
Fran: She was told about me and she was. she had my case. She was the one who had to.

you knew. sort of had 1o help me and all that kind of stuf!

Ini: Between the beginning of the year and up untl last week. what sort of assistance has
she provided you with?
Fran: None. [ just got. T just went back home and sort of didn't really see her.

Ax discussed in the preceding chapter, Fran's Tamily situation deteriorated and she was
charged with being “uncontrollable™. The possibilities of achieving positive outcomes tor young
people hike Fran are diminished by failing to infervene carlicr. and by “criminalising” and
individualisimg tumily difficulties through the court process.

(b} Avoidance of Contact

The Tailure 1o intervene and offer appropriate scrvices is not just the result of direct acts of

omissions by welture services., Many voung people actively avoid “the welfare” because they were

fearful of the consequences of conluct. For many voung people the dommant image ol the welfare

is “they put you i o Home™ TIns o5 a powerlul disincentive to seek assistance,

Int: So did you ever (ell Children’s Services, or anvthing like that [vou were being
physically abused|?
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No. not really, no [ didn’t. Problem is my sister, she was raped when she was eleven,
and when Mum rang the police and cverything straight away, they rang Children’s
Services and Charlene was taken away. And 1 didn’l want to particularly get taken
away from home. so [ didn’t tell anvone.

Tim:

{c} Unwillingness to Listen or Believe

Some young people do seek kelp from, or are in contact with, child welfare departments. Given the
size of these departments and the extent ol staff turnover it is w be expected that there would be
ereat disparities in the experiences with individual workers that young people report. Young people
are positive about child welfare services to the extent to which they provide material assistance and
arc prepared to listen to and belicve the young person. For young people. being listened to and
believed is a validating, if rare expericnce:

Jim: Children’s Services arc about the only people ... they were pretty mice, they'd sit

down and talk about it.

Roger: ... but Children’s Services have known what people’ve been through.

However, many voung people have had the opposite experience. Julic had run away {rom
home, where she had been physically and sexually abused.

Int: Were they helpful?

Julie: ... they always wanted me to go back there, all the time, you know. go home all the
time, you shouldn’l run away ... bur I don’t think they reaily understood whal 11 was
like.

Int: Do you feel that they believe and understand the problems that young people have?

Austin: Not all that much. They don’t really know what goes on in life with us kids,

This perceived mebility or unwillingness to listen to and belicve young people’s stories
creates @ barrier to any effective helping. Such experiences reduce the likelihood of the young
homeless again approaching weltare departments. It mitigates against trust and respensivencss to
the potential interventions and assistance of welfarc workers.

(d) Authoritarian Intervention

Related to this unwillingness to listen Lo voung people’s storics is the complaint that welfare
workers often seek 1o impose solutions on young people. As most of these young peoeple have lelt
authoritarian family situations in which they have been subject to someone else’s abuse of power,
intervention of a similar kind by welfare workers and police is counter-productive.

Wendy: They [the child welfare service] were the people that were pushing me. saying charge
him. charge him. They were pushing me, not asking.

Int: 3o you think that was of any assistance o you?

Wendy: Ne, not really ... my mind was so confused, saying shali 17 They're saying “ves, i's
zood'! One side of me saying "is it really good” | was just so confused.

Int: Would you ever recommend 1o any {riends having similar problems to go to
Children's Services?!

Wendy: No. I"d tell them not to.
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This is in contrast 10 Anna's experience. Anna. who had also been sexually abused, had
been in trouble with the police and left the state without the wellure department’s permission. Yet
she still felt she could contact her District Officer.

Anna: oo Pwe still got hev 1 rang her up the other day ... She goes “Yes, come back o
Parramatta. Yes'

Int: ... and has she been helpiul 1o you? The 13.0.7

Anna: Yes. She’s sorted out a lot of things. Confusing things. She’s sorted out heaps.

The worst aspect of authoritarian responses 1o homeless young people is that it ofien
replicates the inflexibility and the conditional acceptance that they have already experienced in their
families. Help is conditional on the young person accepting the department’s decisions. Liza’s DO
had arranged tor her to go 10 a live-in job with board provided. but no wages. in the country, When
Liza decided to return to Sydney she went 10 sec her Districr Officer.

Liza: ... they turned around to me and they said “cos you're still under contract. vou can
stay out there. we're not giving you any income. any place te stay, in other words. vou
live on the streets ..

Int: Until the contract’s aver?

Liza: Ah. yeah. They 've told me | can go there on the 10th of July which is a Sunday
evening. and then they 11 help me out and not before that.

Young people aften enter into “contracts” with thew “helpers’. Contracts [requently
disguise the gross power discrepancies between the homeless child and the worker who controls
social resources. They are not agreements treely entered into by hoth partics. Whilst they gencrally
include penally clauses for non-performance on the part ot the young person. they never include
penalty clauses [or the non-performance of the helper.

(e) Structural Rejection

The rejection thal young people experience at the hands of individual workers s conpounded by
structural rejection. The relationships developed by voung people who have been institutionalised
for long periods of time may be totally severed upon discharge. Similarly, when i young person is
discharged [rom wardship, the state no longer believes it has any particular responsibilitics to them.
despite having assumed legal guardianship at some stage.

Int: So onece Philip House ended, you were on your own at that time?

Jill: Yeah.

Int: Did the YACS people try to help you after you were discharged?

Jill: Oh no. YACS wouldn’t help me. [ had to find that myselt. They won't help me today
cither.

Int: What happened when they said vou're not a State Ward anymore”? What did they do?

Jill: They can’t give you tinancial assistunce. they can’t do nothing for vou at all.

Int: Did they call you  the office (o say goadbye. or did they just send vou a letter?

Jidl: They gave a letter to my Muni saying she's got custody of me.

Int: That™s i?

Jitl: Yeuh.
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(f) Victimising the Victim

[n contrast to the preceding situation where institutionalisatjon leads 1o homelessness, the converse
also occurs: homelessness may lead to institutionalisation. Steph left home because of severe family
conflict, After arriving in Sydney, government wellare workers sought to arrange for her admission
o an institnton.

Int: Tell me o bit more about YACS. How is that nipping vou off, trving to put you in ...
[an institution]?

Steph: ‘Cos its for younyg offenders.

Int: And you felt that was wrong as far as vou were concerned.

Steph: Yeah, I'm not geing to a place like that.

Int: Had you ollended or were they just trying to get vou oft the streets?

Steph: No. They were just rying (o get me off the streets.

Not surprisingly. voung people’s sense of justice is oftended by ellorts to consign them 1o
institutions when they have not been convicted ol any offence. This response, of blaming and
punishing the victim for his or her situation, is common.

(g) Willingness to Help

Young people were often very ambivalent about child wellare services. They were aware that the
welfare departments would give some material assistance when they need it, but were also aware
that this willingness to help was very limited. Simoen had been o ward for ten vears and homeless
for one.

Stmon: I didn™t realise that until six months ago, when 1 was old that 1 can go to them lor
help. I went there and actually started getting money oll them.

Int: So have they been helping you singe?

Simon: To an extent. yeah. They 've given mc the run arcund, a bit, but 1n some ways they do
help out.

Int: Accommodation. things like that?

Simon: Not acconunodalion. Went to them once and they said you should just go around, took
at some places. ring up places ...

Int: What sort of assistance do you think they should give you?

Simon: I reckon the first thing they should do is try and find somewhere for you to stay. which

is what they don’t really get into.

Generally, young people were very perceplive of welfare workers motivations in dealing
wilh them and were very sensitive to the often unstated limitations of this. Liza realised that she
could get some assistance. but felt that the department would rather not know if she was in serious
difficulty.

Liza: ... they put [youl| in refuges that's their escape {rom the subject. But il you've really
got a problem they're not [of] very (much) assistance.

No doubt there are young people who did receive the assistunce they needed from weltare
services and did not become homeless. However o signiticant number of young people are “failed
by statutory wellare departments. For those who have been “falled” by the *welfare’, there are very
few other places 10 go lor assistance.
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Chapter 8

Police

Many young people interviewed during this rescarch complained of harassment and abuse by
police. The purpose of this chapter is w consider the manner in which the relagionship berween
voung people and police contributes to the problem of youth homelessness,

Homeless young people’s rate of contact with police 1 considerubly higher than that of
other groups. The police are a port of call for many experiencing severe family conflict. The way
police respond to these ditficultics is important for the successful resolution of the probiems of
homelessness. In this chapter, voung people’s experiences of police involvement in the difficulties
which gave rise 1o their homelessness are first considered. We then discuss their involvement with
police resulting from their homelessness.

(a) Young Person Seeking Help

Many of the young peaple had suffered physical, emetional or sexual abuse from their family, ncar
tamily or friends. Some young people directly sought police assistance, Wendy, |3, contacted police
after she had been assaulted by her father and complained ot sexual abuse.

Wendy: Yeah. | phoned them up one night 10 tell them about the problem "cos my dad hit me

and [ just turned around and phoned them abour Dad’s problem. That's the only way
['ve had contact with them.

Int: How did you know to contact them in that situation?

Wendy: I didn’t know. | was justconfused so 1 just rang the police.

Int: And what did the police do that time?

Wendy: Just spoke to me that night and got all the papers for charges written out and that.
Because we had 1o do that for the record.

Int: How have vou found the police? Have they been helpful?

Wendy: Yeah. They have really helped.

Int: How are they helplul?

Wendy: Well, they've got a service that deals with the kind ol thing that | went through and so
they know how to treal the people.

Int: How did they treat you?

Wendy: Well, they weren’'t pushing me, they were just explaining to me what did happen it |

took him through court, how many vears he would go in and just things like that,

Int: What happened with court? Can you telt me & bit about that?

69



Wendy: Well | haven't been. My dad just went and this way he's not allowed anywhere near
me because the court 1oid him too. He's got to stay away. And if he's seen anywhere
near me or touches me he's straight away in jail.

Int: Il riend of yours had similar problems as yourself would you recommend they go to
the police for assistance,

Wendy: Yeah. These people Ewould. They really helped,

While Parrick did not have direct contact with the police. his experience as a child led him
o believe that police could infervene in a positive manner where he was the subject of abuse.
Patrick: One time when we were little. she hit me and Brad, and at that time we went to Nan’s

house ... And she called the police in. 1 don’t know what the police said, whatever
they said she changed a lot now.

Int: Your aunty changed after the police spoke to her?

Patrick: Yeah.

Other young people found that police assistance in response o their victimisation was [ar
more conditienal. Petra, for instance. was removed [rom home after she complained of sexual
abuse. Her mother persuaded her to withdraw the complaint,

Petra: And um, the police officer was very nice at first, but then when | withdrew (he
statement she just started saying *Oh. you made us do all this work for nothing. You
have t¢ go back home and you have o stay there or else’,

The policewoman Petra was dealing with then threatened 1o tock her up it she left the
violent situation at home.

In relation 1o allegations of sexual abuse, the police were at least prepared to hear and
partly accept the complaints of young people. Young people like James who complained to police
about physical or emetional abuse were rarely heard.

Int: Just before you left home did you go to the police lor help. then?

James: I just wanted to tell them about my dad. Abous um, him bashing me and that.

Int: Yeah, And do you think that they listened to vou?

James: No.

Int: Nao? What happened then with the police?

James: Well, the police the ones down at Beenleigh, they won't even listen to me. Troy and

Sarah had similar expericnces:

Int: Have you ever thought that you could get assistance {rom anybody lor that sort of
violence?

Troy: Um. [ tried once and 1 went to pull him up on an assault charge and 1 ended up
dropping 1t “cos | had a cut on my eye and bruises on my back. went ro get photos at
the police station in Southport, and one of the police officers said to come back at
8 o'clock at night to get photos taker of all the cuts and thae. 1 went back about eight |
think it was, and there was no one there. So [ ended up giving up in the end.

Int: How old were you?

Troy: Sixteen.

Int: Was it before yvou left home or after?
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Troy: Um, that was the night | left home. 1 tried to pull him up on an assault charge ...

Int: What do you think they thought?

Troy: F think they thought I probably just got into a fight and had enough of my lather.
Sarah: 1t's hard because they don’t believe you. When you first tell them, | told them what

my mother used (0 do to me, und they said *1f 1 had a kid like you ['d be giving you
beltings everyday 100", And 1 gol upset because it wasn't funny, they didn't realise the
seriousness of it how serious it was, and they thought that Fowas bullshitting, until
they saw me, and then one day my mother couldn’t say anything.

Int: There was evidence. So it took them along tme to believe you.
Sarah: Yeah, and [ had te get the biggest bashing | ever gol you know belore they rcalised

that T wasn™t bullshitting.
Tt is rare for children and young people to make explicit complaints aboul their treatment.
The implicit messages they deliver — withdrawn, or acting-cut behaviour, unexplained bruises, etc
— are generally ignored or punished by those in authority. It is doubly damaging when young
people who do overcome the barriers and complain, feel that their statements are not heard or
believed. Such responses feed young people’s belief that they are unlikely to get a fair hearing from
the police.

(b) Parents Contacting Police

11 is not just young peopie who approach police for help — parents approach police for assistance in

difficultics with their children. Police lack skills in dealing with family conflicts. Too often when

approached by parents they simply replicate the parents efforts 1o scare or order the child back into

line.

HITH Do you think that any adult understood the problems you were having and believed
what you told them?

Kiley: I believe that some do — the child care offices don’t believe half the things you're
saying which are true. Same with the Broadbeach Police Department. whatever that is
in Broadbeach Police Station. | don’t believe they believe anything. They take it all
from your parents. Whatever they say. goes.,

Int: Was that your cxperience?

Kiley: They don't belicve us. They d rather believe an older person than us kids ...

Ini: What sorts of things wouldn't they believe?

Kiley: Like. when Mum kicked me in the ribs, they didn’t belicve it Pve got marks on me

arms from the scratch marks from her. And they didn’t believe that. They said T did it
myscll. That was at Broadbeach Police. And then they turn around and say, *We ll put
you in John Oxley” and all this stuff. And vou don’t know what’s going on. Why
should 1 get put in Johin Oxley when my mum’s hit me?

Kiley: Before 1 left home? Fve been up o Broadbeach Police Station once betore for tuking
off from home for the weekend.

Ini: What happened there?

Kiley: What happened there? They just took me up to the police station ...

Int: Who's they?
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Kiley: My parents ook me up there and they just threatened to put me in John Oxley and all
that. They were showing me all these pictures and that.

Ini: What pictures did they show you?

Kiley: Pictures of rape and murders and... They were showing a picture of a girl that got
raped in the rain and in the bush ...

Int: How clid you feel about (hat?

Kiley: [t's alright, 1 can take it. My Dad’s pretty strong for those things but Mum couldn’t
take it. She had to go out of the room.

Int: And why did they show you these photos?

Kiley: To say il'L run away from home, 1 might get into big trouble and meet up with
somebody who might bash me or rape me.

Int: This was before you left home?

Kiley: Yeah. That was before.

Int: Once at Broadbeach?

Kiley: Yeah I've been there twice. They showed me the pictures twice. | foreet what the
other ... wagging school, T think it was.

Int: They showed you the pictures when you wagged school?

Kiley: Yeah,

Ini: Why did they show them 1o you that time?

Kiley: “Cos they thought if T wagged school, they could get me through the day time, I said.

they could get me any old time ... | reckon the police arc pathetic. They can't do
anything, A social worker would be much beuer to help a young kid than the police.
All the police do is get you a room and pressure ya. They have a go at ya. They walk
out, come back, have a go at yu. That's all they ever did with me. And writing it down
on paper what I'd say and that.

Int: Why did they write it down on paper?”

Kiley: Put it in your record. But T haven't made any offences or anything like that but they
sull put it on record.

Int: Is there any situation where you would ever recommend to any person (o go to the
pelice for assistance?

Kiley: The only situation, I reckon. to 2o to the police for assistance, if vou're being chased
by somebody and that’s the only situation. Or something bad’s happened. Someone's

done something to you and you've got to tcll the police. Or somebody’s done
something and you know about it and you don’t wanna realiy tell em but ...

Int: So you don’t think they could actually help with lamily matters?

Kiley: No. You know, they're meant (o be really good about it, but they're not. All they are is
to talk to you and let go. come back. talk. let you go.

Kiley articulates the central elements of the experiences of young people whose parents,
for good reason or i1, sought police assistance with their family difficuliies. For young people such
encounters are detrimental. They have no sensc thal the police are interested in their side of the
story — rather they believe that parents” storics are accepted without question. It suggests to the
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voung person that their concemns are illegitimate, even iliegal. [t replicaies the unsuccesslul resort to
p = ) - - R . . . R 1 1o . > e . e .
force. threat and intimidation used in an attempt to dominate children in familics. [t reduces the
likelihoad that young people will seek assistance from other formal authorit

(c) Children Seeking Shelter

Whilst the preceding siuations concerned children and families seeking ssistance ‘Wl[h 'lhe
difficultics that give rise 10 homelessness, in this seciion young people’s experiences of sceking
shelter from police are reported.

For example. Debbie always sought assistance from the police for her housing problems.

Int: And where did vou sleep on Sunday night?
Debbie: I slept in the police station on Sunday.
Int: In the police station. where?
Debbie: At the coast.
Int: What in a cetl?
Debbie: No, in the intervicw room.
Int: Did they give you a shower, food or anything?
Debbie: Yeah, they gave me breakfast.
John alse found the police helpful.
Int: What sort of assistance could the police give a young person who is having problems?
John: 1 don’t know really. Never gone to the police and asked for ... [ have gone ... When |

hitched to Queensland. T went to the Broadbeach Police Station and ;‘1skAed where there
was a hostel or somewhere 1o stay and they gave me this place. They just let me stay
here 1ill T get me cheque. 1 just pay them two weeks and then ULl be alright then.

Where police responded 1o their lack of shelter as a problem ru‘iher than as C\'idexlFe of{ i
criminal character. young people considered the police helpful. Some police were more helpful than
others, however,

Sophie: When 1 wanted somewhere to stay and [ went to ih"t‘ pf)lic.e and I asked them. zqu lhcy
wouldn't give me any help so [ told them if they didn’t give me any help. 1 was going
1o go out L;md cause a big scene, and they just told me that T should try hard then. |
wa!ked out and I started swearing at a policeman and they still wouldn’t rake me awiy
so | ran out in front of a car and they still wouldn’t take me away and that was when |
was with um Jackic right, and um we pulled a kanife on this girl, then they took me
away for ohscene language.

Int: Did they Jock you up?

Sophie: Yeah for the night.

Int: Um, and have you been before the court on it yer?
Sophie: Yeah, Went the very next day.

Whilst a touch bizarre, at least three other young people directly a!_nprozlched the police 1o
allow them to stay in the watchhouse. Others had sericusly thought about it. Such appr(mc}'}e.\ are
¢learly an indication of the desperation experienced by some homclc.&fs young peoplc. It is also
suggestive of the cold. danger and discomfort that 15 semetimes the lot of homeless children.
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{d) Police Encountered Because of Young Person’s
Lack of Shelter

Rather than making direct approaches to the police, some young people encountered police in the
course of their homelessness,

Thomas:  Just ope night in Surfers Paradise, T wag sleeping at the Pos Office, then all (his
commotion started, people starting up cars, and | better get out of here, don’t wanna
cause a scene. so I was just walking along, I was Lonna sleep al the Surfers Paradise
CES, that’s where I'd been slecping most nights. the police were Just cruising down
the road real slow, and they stopped, Just asked me to come over. and he checked my
bag, they though. you know, [ probably krocked off somethin’, sumrhin {ike that, and
they fust found my dirty clothes, that's ai. And after that they just sort of wished me
luck, that 1°d find « place to stay and that.

Int: Did they offer to make any “phone calls for you to find places?
Thomas: No.
Tom kad a similarly disappointing encounter with police:
Tom: Lying in the gutter. that happenad 10 me one night out ar Woodridge, byt they don't
give a shit, you know, [ike.

Int: This might sound like g stly question in the light of whar you've just said. but I'll ask
itanyway. Would youever recommend any young person who's having troubles to 03]
the police for assistunce?

Tom: No, no way. *Cos they shrug vou off and chuck you in 4 home, shit like that,

Tom had been homeless halt his life. whiie Thomas was onty recently homeless. Tom had
exlensive previous contact with the police. Thomas none. Despite such differences both shared a
common perception: that the police were interested in them only as suspects. Their homelessness,
initself. was of little concern.

Like Tom’s, Jason's attitude was characterigtic of the long term homeless: his open
hostility bred out of long periods of avoiding the police, interspersed with open conflict between
street kids™ and the police.

Int: Would you recommend another young person who's been in trouble to get help from
the poiice?

Jason: No they don't help, they e arseholes,

Int: ... what sort of help do vou think the pelice have or should have provided you with?

Mandy: I think they should have pul mie in a refuge and nog locked me in a cell ag if I was a
criminal, I wasn't deing anything wrong. they were the ones thut picked me up. I
wasn’t the one that flagged them down, or broke into a shop or anything.

Int: Would you recommend 16 another voung person who had similar difficulies to you,

that they seck help [rom the police?
Mandy: No.
int: You wouldnt.
Mandy: Because most police Just laugh at you
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CONCLUSION

and > At ' sfessness. Young
Police frequently have contact with homeless vouth and llum: at risk of holny] e, Youne
ople were rarcly positive about these encounters, despite the fact that mmel.mc F .m ll{lt.lt ':m
:,C 1 ’ : ) V l 1 h WA 1T, i .'v: - ‘C { ‘-\;. [
l)oliic assistance. Their relationships with police were marred by police re mmm\ S
. - i "1 st : 1 o8 ¢ h
Fmirnid‘ttion to resolve behavioural problems. their failure to listen ro )Olllli_], p??]: s complnt
1 L ! fvi ¢ against young people. It is cle:
rcepti : ice condoned the use of vialence again: 2 i
and a pereeption that police ¢ lence against youn ple. 1 i clear |
that fml\r' successful respense 1o homelessness must address the central role p tyed by
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Chapter 9
Income

The lack of an adequate. legitimate income is both a cause and a conscquence of homelessness for
voung people. The cxperience of being homeless and the experience of poverty are inextricably
linked in the histories of ail of those interviewed. One factor reinforces the other, creating a cycle
from which it becomes increasingly difficult to escape.

In this chapter the difficulties the voung people experienced in obtaining and mainiaining
an adequare income are discussed. The two legitimate avenues ol income support — governmenl
benefits and labour market participation are not adeguate [or the special needs of homeless
voung pecple. In consequence many are forced into marginal, exploitative or illegal activities to
survive,

GOVERNMENT BENEFITS

(a) Lack of Immediate Income

As has been discussed curlier, most young people lcave home in cither an unplanned way or with
only very short term plans. After leaving, there is ne guarantecd system of immediate income
support lor them. One common way young people cope with this, is to rely on fricnds. Another is to
steal, which causes obvious probiems.

Living off friends often results in the young person sooner or later being told fo move on.
This sets them on the road to high mobility and continuing homelessness.

(b) Lack of Benefits for Under 16s

Young people below the age of 16 are ineligible for unemployment benefits (or Jobsearch
Allowance as it is now called). Theoretically somce could he eligible for spacial benefits.

int: [ave you got any income?

Jim: No. not vel. Social Security won't give me no money.

Int: Why not!

Jim; "Cos U'm only 15 and they don't believe me that | ecan’t move back home, so, I don’t

know. ['m too young for that Jobscarch thing, so they won't give me no money, so [
just got o get a job.

Int: And is (here any way you can get Social Seeurity (o change their mind ... pay vou
Special Benefits for instance?

Jim; Dalready tried. They said “No way thera’s no way we re going (o give you any henefits
atall’.
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{c} Proving Eligibility

Difficulty in preving eligibility is & common experience for young homeless people, regardless of
age. The need for identification generates major problems for those applying for benefits, since the
manner in which most left home and their subsequent highly mobile lifestyle meant that it was
extremely difficult for them to procure and then keep the numbers of personal papers which Social
Seceurity regulations require.

(d} Maintaining Benefits

Proving eligibility for benefits is often only the start of continuing problems. Fhe same factors that
make if difficult for the young homeless to prove cligibility make it difficult for them to continue
receiving payments. Mandy had had her payments terminated repeatcdly.

Int: Twenty tmes in the ast hree vears? Do vou know whai causes it?

Mandy: No. Sometimes they think T've got a job. If T change my address on the form. If |
change my bank account number on the form ... Sometimes they even lose my form
that | hand in. so | don’t get it and they blame me for it.

(e) Barriers to YHA

The Federal Government introduced the Young Homeless Allowance in recognition of the fact that
voung people who were homeless had much greater need than those who lived ar home. From the
small number of young homeless interviewed who were in receipt of the Allowance, it is clear that
it 15 not being paid ie many of those for whom it was intended, Some possible reasons for this can
be illustrated.

{i) Lack of information

Many young people who are homeless have not applicd for YHA simply because they are not
aware of its existence.

{ii) Establishing eligibility

For those who do know about it there are serious problems in the way in which the Department of

Social Security seeks 1o establish an applicant’s eligibility.

Themas:  With Young Homeless Allowance, you've got 1o have a real hardship at home . they
did ring up my parents and they said *Oh, something could be worked out’ but [ don’t
want to go home at all. But I reckon like sceing as [ don’t want to go home and got no
money, | reckon, they should help mc out a little bit.

Int: What you're saying is that they should take the young person’s word for it.
Thomas:  Yeah, taking the parents’ word against mine, yet ... I'm the onc who's out on me own.

To establish eligibility. the Department must contact both parents of the young person and
gain from them statements thal their child is not allowed to return home, or the young person must
he able to show that the heme situation is such that he or she cannot reascnably be expected to
return to it Leaving aside matters such as some homeless voung people not knowing where one or
both of their parents arc. there would scem 10 be a serious problem with regulations which require
parents 1o admit to child abuse or forcing their children out of home. before the homeless young
person can be deemed eligible for the YHA.
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(iii} Waiting periocd

Another major problem with the YHA is the statutory six weeks waiting period belore payment can
be made. To make a young homeless person wait six weeks tor payment is 1o add to the great
number of material and emotional pressures 1o which he or she is alrcady subject. Quite often, the
wait is longer. One boy interviewed said he had applied for the benefit eight weeks before, and had
noi received any money.

(f) Barriers to Austudy

Austudy. the allowance paid by the Department of Employment, Education and Training to assist
young people in continuing their education, may be paid at the independent rate if the young person
can cstablish his or her homelesspess. The criteria of homelessness arc the same as for the YHA,
which discourages many people like Laura from even applying:

Laura: ... T had so much dilliculty getring YHA that T think I'd have the same problems il |
tried to apply for independent rate and Austudy.

Int: Do you think you will apply for the independent ratc?

Laura: No.

Indeed. the additional barricrs faced by the homeless young when applying for Austudy at
the independent rate appear to have forced many 1o leave school and scck employment.

Jim: 1 tried that Austudy and they said “No® ... T was thinking about going back 10 school
and gelting a betier Junior, to gel a better job, but they said "No, can’t give you
nothing” so (I'm) just trying to get a job.

{(g) Inadequacy of Benefits

The most often cited complaini about the income sceurity system is that the level of payments are
often simply inadequate. Sybil had an income of $50 per weck from Jobseurch Allowance:

Syhil: You can’t survive on il. Now you work it oul. You pay 525 o $30 a week board ..,
Out of the $20 you've got lefl for the week. you've got to feed yoursell” If you're a
girl you've got 1o ook after voursel ... moathly, and it you want to take precautions
you have to buy the Pill. smokes. food .., it can’t be done.

Robert waus one of the few young people to be in receipt of YHA and he had an income of
$76 per week.
Rohert: I's just not enough money ... Tt should be $100 a week ... You get 5130 for a
{ortnight. Its got to do two weeks. You got te pay $30 rent and the S10( has got to do
you two weeks which is impossible.

It must be stated. however, that some young people found their fevel of income adequate
for their needs. This, of course. depends on individual circumstances. such as whether the young
person is living in supported or subsidised accommodation or in private rental accommodation. 1t is
clear that the level of government benefits s a major barrier to their moving out ol their homeless
condition while they rely solely on these benelits.
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EMPLOYMENT

The only legirimate way in which homeless young people can secure cnough money 1o allow them
to oblain adequate. permanent housing, is to gain employment. However, the fact that they are
currently homeless means that their chances of getling emplovment with remuneration sullicient for
them to secure housing are very low. especially when it is remembered that unskilled young people
have the highest icvel of unemployment of any group. Only eleven of the 100 young people
interviewed had a job.

(a) Difficulties in Obtaining Employment

Those under school-leaving age experience legal barriers in obtaining full-time employment. Most

employers won't employ children under 15, A more commaon problem for the homeless is that they

report that employers discriminate against young people who are not living at home.

Helen: I'... put down that I was living in the Youth Shelter. and "cos they found that out, they
wouldn't let me work there. "Cos 1 was homeless and 1 was in the Youth Shelter they
thought *Oh. yuk. no can’t have her here”.

Mandy: I went to a job interview yesterday night. and the lady was really nice to me and she
asked me ... if I was living at home, and ! said no, and from there on she wasn™t nice
to me because people just think that if’ you don't live at heme. that must have been
your faulf. You've done something wrong.

The realities of the hemeless lifestyle with its high mobility and the associated factors,
such as luck of telephones, also warks against the homeless obtaining employment.

Richard:  You can’t get a job it you got nowhere 1o sleep. you know ... “cos if 1 got a job. you
know, I could take pride in it. Turn up for work all ncat und tidy. Looking like
foreman material® is not easy when you are sleeping out or in squats with no
ameniiics like running water or electricity.

(b) Difficulties in Maintaining Employment

Similar factors to those illustrated in the preceding section make it difficult for homeless young
people to maintain the jobs that they do obtain,

Simon: Well T had a couple of jobs but you couldn’t really last with them “cos you'd wake up
in the moming and you'd be nice and serufly, your hair would be cverywhere ... you
wouldn’t get to sleep until two in the moming. and when you'd get to work you'd be
alright for about an hour and then vou'd feel down and out.

Those young people who have been institutionalised had even greater difficultics in
maintaining employment. And. as Brian’s experience exemplifics. being unable to maintain
employment mukes it much more likely they will to be invelved in illegal activities which result in
their being detained again. This is yet another cycle out of which it is very hard to break.

Int: And have you had a job since you came out of Westbrook?

Brian: Yeah, a few times. tike 1 had a job before | went into Westbrook., and when T got out. ]
got sacked from that because T had 10 go to Westbrook. then when T eot out, got
another job, worked there tor six months, and 1 got sacked because me Job Start was
up. so three months later you know. all the money 1'd saved T ended up spending it
and [ had net moncy lett and it tempted me and 1 couldn’t get another job and it
tempted ne 10 do something.
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Int: Yeah, break and enter or something.
Brian: Yeah, so 1 broke into this nursing home and got $5.000 and then [ got caught for that

jater on, and they sent me into Westbrook. Well, they put forty charges on me, and 1
got let off for those forty charges, and then a week later they kept one charge away,
and u week later they bought me in for it and charge me with it, and that’s why [ got
locked up two months. [ just got out, that’s this time. And between all the times I've
had jobs.

(c) Homelessness Caused by Job Loss

As mentioned in previous chapters, loss of employment was a dircet cause of homelessness for
some young people. Being no longer in receipt of an adequate income they will not be able to
obtain adequate housing. Tim was receiving adult wages. had organised himself a flat and was
deing well.

Tim: It was good ... me parents were ... not very far away, if | wanted someone to talk to. I
had friends. somewhere to live, had my independence.

Int: And why did you leave?

Tim: 1 ran inte difficulty. I lost my job. 1 couldn’t atford to live there anymore.

There can be no clearer illustration of how. for many young people. unemployment
inevitably means homelessness.

(d) Marginal Nature of Jobs

If a young homeless person is able to overcome all of the barriers to obtaining and maintaining

employment, he or she will often still find themselves little better off. Most are educationally

disadvantaged and unskiiled and therefore have access only to poorly remunerated jobs.

Int: So, what do vou reckon is needed 1o assist you t0 achieve the amount of money that
vou need?

Tim: A decent job.
Int: And what’s stopping you from achieving that?
Tim: Oh, at the moment, the problem is um, education. My education hasn’t been furthered

cnough. [ haven't even got my Junior Certificate, which is a big problem.

There is the further prablem of the low level of junior rates of pay.

Tim: Like. 1 went and seen abeout a job, on the north side of Brisbane, and it would ve cost
me just as much as what I would've camed, ncarly what [ was earning, to get there
and back by train.

These young people do not get junior rates for transport, junior rates for clothes, junior
rates for food or junior rates for housing. But they are expected to survive on junior rates of Income.
The concern that this society shows for homeless young people is accurately revealed by the
amount of money on which we expect them to survive.
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MARGINAL, EXPLOITATIVE OR ILLE
SOURCES OF INCOME GAL

If, as it has been asserted. these homeless young people find it difficult to get, maintain and then
survive on gevernment benefits or employment, the question naturally arises as to how the
homel_ess young do. in fact, survive. The answer is that in many cases they survive on the margins
of society through begging and like behaviour, through others exploiting their financial predican‘ien-l
(proshtugon) and through illegal activities. The interviews showed that homeless youth people
el.wguged in a wide variety of offending, from avoiding fares on public transport to robbery with
violence in order to survive or supplement their income. )

{a) Begging and Petty Offending

Typical of almost all of the young people interviewed, was Austin’s experience of surviving on the
streets, )

Austin: Oh, Id ask for money. yes.

Int: Did people give you money?

Austin: Couple of times.

Int: Mm. What sort of people would give you money?

Austin: Old peoplie. You know, just 20 cents, you know. something like thal. say for a phone

call. You could get about $2 out of that and buy a feed

.Beggmg in the street and fare evasion were common ways of supplementing and
CONSEFVING a meagre income. .

Steph: Yeah, jump _the traing, I used to go to Youth and Community 10 sort ol gel moncy. say
that T was living on the streets and [ used to go down St. Vinni’s and Smith Family
and get money out of them. They give me aboul ten bucks or whatever.

(b) Stealing

Somewhat more serious, but alse extremely common were stealing and break and enter offences.

Int: What did you do for food and money?
James: Well, we'd go down to shops ... and nick the food and that ... Somctimes we'd go

out, break into houses and gel the money and that, or go and break into shopping
centres or bowling clubs and that. i

Int: What about stealing?

Tim: Al one stage ... | lost my benelits and that’s how [ came to get the break and enter
charge. '

Int: And so when you first leflt home, what did you do for food and money?

Clare: Pinched. just pinched it Just break and enters and all that stuff.

{c) Robbery with Violence

Rolling” pecople or robbing people with some degree of violence was nol 4 rare way lor the
homeless young to obtain money, especially in Sydney. ’
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John: We used to bash poofters 10 get money. We used 1o roll people and get money.

Dennis: Or sometimes 1'd granny snatch,

Int: Tetl me about a granny snatch,

Dennis: You just, when ladies are walking past you just run up and grab their bag or something
or ...

Richard:  Yeah. Stack someonc and get their money off them.
Int: How often would you think you had to do that?

Richard:  Every night,

(d) Dealing Drugs

A number of young people have also become involved in selling drugs. Normally this involved
selling marijuana 1o friends and acquaintances. and was not very financially rewarding. None of
those interviewed seemed to have been the *Mr or Ms Bigs' of the drug trade. However. drug
dealing is a serious offence and can have very serious consequences, especially in Queensland.

Int: Have you ever (ried drug dealing. seffing drugs?
Jason: Yeah. 1 have a couple of times. I've sold marijuana for about two months just to get a

bit of money. | didn’t get much ... You still need money to buy drugs, You ain’t got
money to buy them, you can't sell them.

(e) Prostitution

Some young people. both males and females, were foreed into prostitution o obtain an income. IU iy
sometimes, it rarely, highly remunerative.

Int: Seme kids have to get involved in prostitution,

Richard: Yeah. I've had o do that too sometimes.

Int: How old were you then?
Richard:  About fifleen
Laura: ... my ex de facto’s younger sisier she had been working as a prostitute um she was

only about 15 or 16 and um she decided that she was going fo go out and get more
money so she could pay for all of us at a Hotel and so that’s how 1 decided that I was
going fo do that sort of work too. 1 couldn’t let her go out and earn money in this way
and me get accommodation [rom it. so T reasoned that 1 should um do it 1o,

The involvement of these young peaple in prostitution is considered in greater detail in a
later chapter.

The central point which should be remembered in any discussion ¢* vouth homelessness.
prostitution and crime. is that the vast majority of these young people engage in such activities
simply to secure the necessities of lite. Juson 1s 15 years old:

Jason: Well I've locked Tor jobs and because I've got nowhere (o stay it's very hard ro get a
job.
Int: Have vou thought about knocking over a house or something at the moment?
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Jason: Well | have recently. I've been wanting to do onc “cos 1've got no money, and 1 need
money to get somewhere to stay and get food. and get a shower and sleep

Int: 30 you haven’t done it yet. You're thinking aboul it?

Jason: I"ve been thinking about it ail the time.

Int: What other things do you think you might have 10 do it you don't get the money soon?
Jason: Like prostitution. Sefl mesclf.

SHORT TERM AFFLUENCE

Sometimes, through illegal activizies, these young people have access to substantial amounts of
money, When an interviewee has made a relatively large amount of ﬁmnev ai homiciefs*s li[‘es-t '(])‘
meant rhcy didn’t keep it for very long. The features of this lifestyle whid1 1Jn.inimisc théir ch-'h \L
Qf k;epmg hold ol any large amounts appear to be the strong (—:tl;ic of sharing and ‘th > she ;u?L.Li
for living in motels when it can be afforded, ) e ©hed e

Linda: Once you start working. it’s just money night after night. I mean T hardly ever used to
walk out of the club. A person put $500 in your hand for the night. [ mean, it just gets
too much. ' o
Int; $3.500 a week if you work 7 nights. It's a lot of monev, isn’t it.

Linda: Yeuah. And I blew it all on drugs and places to stay.

SUMMARY

J‘uuck of income is a cause und consequence of homelessness. The mechanisms of income support
for young people by government fail youth without family support. The eligibil-ity rules are ;1 rzplc])r
barrier to homeless young people ohtaining and maintaining benefits. Thev ratc of beﬁel‘i(x ‘iﬁ ;li] h
t.hal young people arc barred access o secure housing in the privalc scetor. In consequer . lh* ' 'C

forced into and retained in a state of homelessness, . . e ey e

. Wh.lle’(\:nmloymem provides a poetential exit from poverty and homelessness, the
expericnce mgmlicunt barriers to obtaining jobs. Their lack of skills and education enst;lies' t]nt Ih:ay
can on!_\f “()b[‘d}l] marginal and often poorly paid positions. This factor, plus the l-ifet'.t\;ie Ilm:'-;n‘ thf):
it s difficult (o maintain positions. Loss of employment res'ult; in their héir;ﬁ 1 ine
homelessness and poverty. ’ o # foreed tnte

The failure of the legitimale avenues of income support resuits in young people seeking

‘) l S " g . 3 SR [, Vel ] M 3 H
(thq sources of Income. Some are forced into begging, prostitution and criminal behaviour to
obtain an adeguate income and shelter.
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Chapter 10
Education

While some of the young people interviewed had no contact with the police, child welfare or youth
services, all had attended school. Schuols are potentially in a position (o identity and respond 1o
difficulties. to monitor the violation of the rights of the child and Lo ensure that their right to
education is meaningfully met. Yet the young people interviewed had, almost without exception,
severed their links with their schools before they had completed grade 12, Many left before Grade
10 or Junior level. Thirty-one left school before the legal leaving age. In the main, just as the child
welfare services, the police and the income security system failed these voung people. so did the
school system.

While the role of familics, police, income security, housing and child welfare services in
causing and responding to homelessness are frequently considered in great detail. rarcly are
cducational experiences given such scrutiny. 1t is [or this reason that young people’s educational
experiences are considered in some detail in this chapter. The manner in which schooling is
implicated is the process of marginalisation and exclusion of young people is discussed. Young
people’s attempts 1o remain in the schooling system are then considered.

{a) School as a Process of Marginalisation

For most of the young people interviewed, their schooling experience was not a happy one. The
process of marginalisation, rejection and exclusion experienced in their familics was also reflected
in their school expericnces. In their accounts, they characierise themselves as outsiders in terms of
their academic performance and/or their acceptance by their peers and/or interaction with authority
and compliance with the system.

(i) Academic performance

Young people reported that schools had litle tolerance for those who experienced difficulty in

coping with the academic workload. Sybil says she had a ‘reading problem’ which caused her o

leave at Grade 9.

Svhil: Just completed it, not right at the end though, Um, [ left school because [ couldn’t do
the schoolwork and no-one was willing to help me so [ though I'd be beiter ofl out in
the workforce.

Int: What would have made schoel a better place for you?
Syhil: To be able to read and speil. L suppose.

Tom teft at Grade 8.

Int: Why did vou leave school?
Tom: ] wasn'1 petiing nowhere. "Cos T'milliterate. Tean't read or write.
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Int: Is that because of school. or what?
Toiit: Don’t know. Never been able 1o read or wrile,

‘ The <schooi system cmphasises academic achievement. and scemingly for some equates
academic achievement with personal worth,

Mandy: You never got any credit Tor what you did, It was always like a competition, like all
the good, smart people sit at the front and all the dumb people sit at the back, and like
the teacher would say, oh you know how they’ve got school pets and class pets, and
t}1ey"t| say "Oh she got 86 per cent™. then she’d be saying to me “Why didn’t you get
36 per cent” and “Why don’t you try harder, 1 know you can try harder’. )

. The L‘ilh(]CLl]t family lives of many of these voung people was, of course, not canducive to
schoelastic performance.

() Relationships with peers

It hu? heen stressed that young people provided care and support for each other. It is also true that

}'eiugonships with peers was a cause of disiress for some young people. For some, their

reflationships with peers at schools were characterised by rejection and wﬁrsc.

Sybik: Kids at school were ripping me off because 1 had um, just because | was laree and had
arcading problem, they didn’t want to know vou they think *Go te hell, voJ‘re stupid,
yvou don't know anything’. -

Donna: Not many, | got called, because my sister was called harlot, T got called junior.
Int: Oh yeuh, veah, What about you Know when vou were at schools that vour sister hadn't

been 1oo?

Donna: T“Jopc“,. didn’t have many friends, [ had all what they um, dropkicks. what they reject,
fo.r Iriends.*cos no-one liked them, so I thought that was a bit cruel so | was friends
with them,

Int: 50 vou did have friends al school?

Donna: About five, They were all in my class. the lowest.

- | Donna WEiS.dlSL‘uSSing the system of grading classes where a given grade or year is divided
to L-asses‘acmrdmg to scholastic perfermance. The education system’s stigmatization and
alienation of studenty as ‘rejects” and the “lowest’ is reflected in the bigotry and violence of the
schoolyard/play ground.

Some dated the difficultics with peers {o the experience of moving to a new school.

Int: What were the problems at school for you, what the major difliculties?
Laura: Al that time, [ just couldn’t get on with people, T mean I've gotten aver it now. so |

can’t really understand what was wrong with me in those days. probably had
something to do with when [ moved awdy from living with my father, and went 10 g
new town and everything.,

7 .'\/Iany't_)f those interviewed seem to have had a particularly nomadic school life: usually
—Lf)}]LOl1lllai]11 \\:‘1}}1 the disruptions 1o family life of parental separation, leaving home, running away.
[Wht)‘ it’]_)or[ difficulties in reinlegrating with peers. Marcus. for instance. dropped out of school at
Grade 10 when he found changing schools got too much for him.

Marcus: Last year. I went to seven different schools. 1 was just sick of moving around. "Cos
W ve moved around all cur bves.
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IFor those who failed 10 achieve academically or socially there was little solace 1o be found
in pecrs or the cducational system. Such young people became increusingly isoluted and
marginalised at school.

Tim: Oh, it’s just that I used to get picked on all the time.
Int: Who would pick on you?
Tim: Al just the, other. I was one of those blokes just didn’t really hang around with

anyone. 1 was just, sort of like. on my own, I like being on my own a lot. People used
to come up and just, different people at different times, just pick on me.

Ini: And how did that make you feel?

Tim: Lousy.

Int: Was there anyone at school that you felt that you could teil about it?
Tin; Not really.

(iii) Interactions with authority

Schools provide a site ol struggle for young people in conflict with adult authority. The accounts of
school were often delalis of the high and low poinis in the struggle with teachers. Some, like
Shelley and Jim. displayed a strong individualism which refused to conform o tcuchers’
expectations of normal behaviour:

Shelley: Well. [ used ro take a lot of my troubles out on the school, I never really finted in at
school, T mean ... T wasn’t scared of them, like. a lov of the kids were scared of the
teachers, but 1 wasn™t. | never used to care about schoel. 1 done well, 1 always denc
well, that’s a funny thing about it. Like when | came up here to Queensland, that
wasin't bad for a while 1!l one day. [ decided ‘1 don't like this teacher’, it was jusl
something stupid. and she tumed arcund to me. and you know how teachers threaten
vou and say “Get up to the office” and the kids just sit there and they let it go. She told
me te gel up to the office, so 1 got my stulf and went, she didn’t like that one bit. And
I slammed the door behind me. she didn’t like that at ali,

In a sysiem that cxpects and rewards conformity, dissenting behaviour is not well
tolerated. Yet these voung people’s behaviour can be seen as expressing frustrated creative
polensial. as well as anger, despair and alienation. The system simply could not bend enough to
accommaodate (let alone harness) the energy. In Kiley's words “the rules were too sirict”

The structural and sometimes physical violence upon which the avtherity of the school
system rested and was enforced, at fimes, resulted in violent outbursts from the stdents.

Jim: Got in fights with teachers when they started picking on them, shit like that, Sce, that’s
why [ went on the alpha course, well, cos 1hit a teacher.

Int: Right.

Jim: So, “cos he was picking on one of me friends, he was only a litile fellah, he was only

about this big, eh. he was only little, so they start pushing him round. so T got up and
told him to fuck off. Told me to go sit down, | said *Do you want o step cutside, or
something, just leave him alone’. and he said, *Come outside’, and 1 said. “Fair
encugh’, Comes out and he pushes me against the wall, so 1 just teok a reund house
kick at him. He dropped and T had 10 ¢o up 1o the office then, Didn’t really press any
charges, “cos every cunt was getting bashed. you know, it was really good. It wasn™t
really good. [ shouldn’t have done it, but. 1 just did.
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From one perspective, such action is gross mishehaviour. Yet it must also be scen as
symptomatic of voung people’s alienation [rorm autocratic school authority. Such displays ef
ahienation engender further alicnation because of (he education system's habitual. commonplace
responses mvolve punishments of physical violence, withdrawal, suspenyion and expulsion.

Kiley: One day in class there was ... 1 don’t know ... everybody was chucking things around
and they pulls a couple of us up in the office and we were up there and they stuck me
in isolation for a week doing no school work or nothing. I suid. "I'm meant to bhe
getting an education here, not just sitling here’.

Harry: AL Cunamulla T was ap at the office every second day and was banned from going 1o
school until 9.30 and had to spend my lunch hour up at the oftice and about every
second day 1 goti the cane.

Steph: No. 1 just got bored, and they locked me up in the withdrawal room that’s where they
put, they have up to three kids and they separate "em, and you gel to go out twice a
day for about ten minutes and that's not the fimes the other Kids are out. And cvery
time [ got sent out | just ran ofl, 1 went down o Sydney.

Int: Um. the withdrawal room.

Steph: Yes, that’s when they kicked me out.

For some, their schooling difficulties and education were terminated through expulsion,

Others became increasingly alienated and “drifted” out or were forced out of school. Those who

lived their scheo! Tives on the outer in relation te authority found their educational opportunity

severely curtaited,
Shelley's teacher verbatised the messages implicitly conveyed te the young people in their
interaction with the school system:

Shelley: My teacher tumed around Lo me and she said “Why don™t you go back where you
come trom?" and { looked ot her and T was shocked, you know, She goes “This class
wits 2 good class until you turned up io it

shelley left school at 13,

Through the cyes of these voung people, schooling is seen as a process of marginalisation,
For a variely of reasons they found themselves on the outer at school: poor academic performance:
lack of social skilis: the disruptions ol changing schools: simply not fitting in with their peers:
falling Toul of the authority structures: not complying with the school system’s expectations of
nermative behaviour.

The schools™ responses further entrenched their alienation: emphasis on scholastic com-
petition and achievement: segregation into classes and streams according (o academic performance:
and autocratic punishment of “deviant’ behaviour by separation from peers and exclusion from
class.

These young people clearly acted out the difficulties they were experiencing in and out of
schoel in the school environment. Yet school rarely provided support or assistance to reselve these
ditficulties.

Int: What were the problems at school for vou, what were the major difticulties?
Laura: At that time. | just couldn’t get on with people, probably had something to do with

when I moved away (rom living with my father, and went 1o a new town and
everything. yexh. from the very first yeur | was there Tdidnt get on with anybody and
Powasn't popular at 2ll. and 1 probably gave out bad vibes so other people sort of
regcted o that mayhe,
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Int: [id the school assist you in any way to deal with these problems?
Laura: No, they just ignored them. They jgnored them. Aduits have a habit of doing that.
Int: When the school did notice the changes in your mood. did they ever offer 10 agsist you

or help you in any way?

Thomas:  Not really, they just sort of pointed out that U've changed. that’s all. I wasn’t doing
anvthing bad or just you know wasn't happy anymore.l still keep to myself and all
that.

Laura’s ang Thomas's reflections are perceptive: the school system notices only blatant
misbehaviour, In these young people’s experience it is equipped to do litde clse other than ignore
the personal needs of the bulk of it’s students. Through simply ignoring the problems experienced.
schools were abetiing the social marginalisation of some young people. Unfortunately. others report
interactions with the school system that actively excluded them,

Phoebc who liked school, apart from some of the teachers. was told she could not succeed
as a student;

Phoebe: When | left Grade 1) the guidance officer said to me it was no use me going on to
Grade 12, I'd just passed Grade 10, and um, 1 guess the guidance officer was just
saving that you really have to pass Grade 10 1o even get anywhere in Grade 'l and 12.

Jack and Peter both expressed frustration of their experience of school as a large and
impersonal system.

Peter: No (riends at school that 1 could really confide in. You know, “cos Pd think they're
going to te!l somebody else and ihere wasn’t really a teacher you could speak to, “cos
didn’t have a one on one with the teachers therc. And there was only one bloke, Tom
Jones. he was a Guidance Officer, 1 went (0 see him a couple of time and told him
about the sitwation and he. you know, both times he brought Mum up and nothing
happencd and then you know he'd been writing down there and he'd chuck you into o
file sort of thing. you know, so you'd basically be a piece of paper.

Jack: There's too many people in the class, and one person gets into trouble and disrupts the
whole class.

(b) School as a Cause of Homelessness/
Reason for Leaving Home

Given the experiences reported in the previous seciion it is no surprise that for one group of young
people their difficulties at school were part of the reason for leaving home. Alienation at school has
a substantial negative impact on voung people’s enuire lives.

The flow of the process of marginalisation in school to the consequent alienalion/
dispossession of homelessness is explicit in the story ol Dennis. His classroom behaviour was
considered intolerable and he was expelled:

Dennis: Ok, just didn't want to do me work. hassling the ieachers, giving “em heaps. you know
swearing in class. 1'd make a conversation with the kids and they'd starl 10 talk
ar()und.:mu know ... 1 got kicked out of schook. and then [ got kicked. two days fater
[ pol kicked out of home for actting kicked out ol school.
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Peler also saw his being kicked out of home as a direct result of his experience at school:

Peter: School. I didn't like 1t at all. And, 1I'd say that's where it started [rom. “cos T was a shit
at school, that sort of affected.

Int: What do you mean, you were a shit at school?

Peter: If 1 didn’t want to do something at school. I wouldn’t de it Tf T didn’t want 1o go, I'd

wag it and eventually wound up. you know, Mum kicked me out.

Wendy was a victim of incest who found schoal much more burdensome than supportive,
Her school problems compounded the pressure she felt from other sources. At 14 she tried (o escape
by running away:

Int: What sort of solutions had you tried before to try and selve the problem?

Wendy: | tried one solution, running away {rom the problem. T ran away once.

Int: Tell me about that.

Wendy: [ just got sick of it because Mum told me not 1o tell any of the police or anyone
hecause it's a family matter, should be dealt. I mean ...

Int: And did you run away that time?

Wendy: Yeah. 5o, | got all the other problems on top of me. | just had to get rid of them so |
JLIS[ ran.

Int: What other problems?

Wendy: Had school problems. At that time T was going with a guy which gave me hell so I just
ran.

It is an indictment on the school system that she, like other young people did not identity
schools as a petential source of support and assistance. She was alienated both at home and at
school: the two institutions from which she should reasonably expect most support. Yet from those
sources {and from her boyfriend) she felt only pressure. And running away alone — seeking not
care, but isolation, as 4 source of comfort — reveals a depth of pain, anguish and despair. For
Wendy school simply turmed the knife of her pain.

(c) Impact of Family Difficulties on Schooling

From the perspective of these homeless young people, the school system is established to
accommodate “nice kids’ from stable nuclear families. There is a gross mismatch between the
distupted lives they have lived and the normative expectations of the cducation systen:

Laura: The education systermn in High School is geared to them and their situation of being at
home with a family, whercas with me 1 don’t have that family support, either
financially or crmotionally, and um T sort of feel like a square peg in a round hote um
with sort of the way the school is run.

Like squarc pegs in round heles these voung people’s passage through the education
systemn was marked by tension and conflict at the points at which they did not fit. The education
system did not accommodate their disrupted home lives.

Helen: Yeah. [ like school.
Int: What made you leave?
a0

Helen: [ was away from school most of the time. 1 got behind from everybody elsc, and 1 just
came to school, and what 1 was learning al my other school was completely different,
even though it was the same subject, they were in a different section to what T was
learning. And 1 just got so behind, I didn’t know what [ was deing so 1 just left.

Frequent disruptions to their education meant “getting behind™ at school was common in
the experience of these homeless young people. Their home environment — often unstable, violent,
neglecting — did not provide the security, support and nurture that the schoeol system expected of it
Without encouragement and support 1o stay on al school, giving up on a system that has given up
on them was also common.

(d) The Impact of Leaving Home on Schooling

Suwrprisingly, despiie all the difficullies, some voung people do try 1o continue schooling after
leaving home.

lan’s 1s a remarkable story of tenacity. He was kicked out of home at 13, in his first year at
high school:

Int: Okay. And um, what did you do then when you got kicked out?
Ian: [ went around fo a mate’s place and tried to sleep in his shed, then his parents found

me and they talked to my parents and I was living with them they helped me through
school and um they said we can’t support you, find somewhere clse to live and then
2o, don’t go before you find somewhere else, so 1 went to another mates and I've been
around mates houses all me life. Their parents hetping bring me up. [ was lucky. Even
to get through school T reckon [ was lucky ...

Int: So did the school ever realise that you weren’t living at home.

Ian: [ don’t think so, um, not that T know ol.

Int: Right. so they never mentioned anything e vou, offered you any help or assistance?
Okay, and how did you get by for things like school books and school uniforms and
stuff?

Ian: My parents used to pay [or all that.

Int: Did they? Fine. And did you ever get any incoime of your own, did you go on Austudy
or special benefits or ... ?

Ian: I"ve had, had a part time job during sccond, most of sccondary school.

Int: Sccondary school, did you have that job when you left home?

lan: No.

Int: Got it after. Um, was that enough money for you 1o get by on?

lan: Tt was 540 a week.

Int: So what was it?

Ian: Service stution, cleaning, wasn’t pumping petrol, sell serve, So it was really just
cleaning, stacking the fridge.

Int: When vou left home did vou continue 10 attend the same school?

Lan: No [ was kicked out of that school, and then [ went to another schooi nearby and then

[ went 1o another part of Melbourne and ...
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Ian's tenacity was anchored on the conviction that ‘you need at least Year 10 to get a
decent job”. When he had achieved that, hc opted for the greater independence of employment.

Int: Yeah, and um what um why did you decide you’d leave school?

Ian: Went to live out by myself. Decided to go and get a job.

Int: Would you have preferred to continue atlending school?

Tan: [ reckon | would have done Year 11.

Int: And so um what stopped you f{rom going into Year 11, What happencd in your
housing situation to make you go out on your own?

fan: One of me mates wanted to move out and | said Yeah I'd go with lim. Have a chance
to support meself for a change.

Int: Right, right, Um, did anvone encourage you to go on to Year 11,

lan: No.

Int: No one did. Um, looking back could school have been made a better place for you in
anyway’!

lan: I don’t know really. No. School was okay. [ always enjoyed school.

For other young people like Tony and Ralph, who seem to have habitually absented
themselves from school, the move away from home had little impact on their schooling.

Int: When you first left home, were you still at schoel, or had you already left school”

Tony: Well, 1 was, | don't know how to say it. [ was sort of at school and T sort of wasn’t you
know what | mean.

Int: You were going but vou weren't reaily involved,

Tony: Yeah, like, I was.

Int: You fronted up, but you weren't,

Tony: I wasn'1, I didn't care what happened there,

Int: So you were, were you truanting a bit, before you left home?
Tony: Yeah, quite a bit.

Int: So when you first left home, were you stili at school?
Ralph: I'm enrolled at school but I never go.

Int: Right. Do you wish to go to school?

Ralph: Nup.

Int: What has the school said to you about um your home?

Ralph: Nothin™. "cos 1 don’t ge. [ only just enrelled and went for gbhout a week this year. then
] left.

Int: What difficulties have you got with staying at schoel?

Ralph: I dunno. just doesn’t make me learn nothin®, T don’r learn nothin’. nothing through

zoin’. s0 why go?
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(e} $Schools’ Responses to Young People’s
Difficulties at Home

Did the schools respond o the difficulties the young people were experiencing at heme? In the end,
some obviously were not given the chance:

Int: So you didn’t try lo continue at school after you left home? You gave it away?
Richard:  Plus [ hated schoo! all me lite.

Int: All your life. Was the school cver aware you were having problems at home? That vou
were unhappy at home?

Richard:  Nup. I don’t ieli them nothin’.
Int: Was there no one there that vou thought you could tatk aboul vour problems with? A
school counsellor or a special teacher?
Richard:  Nup.
Such reluctance to seek assistance must be considered in context. Richard was sexually
assaulted by his first stepfather, and physically abused by his mother and his second stepfather. He

had been taken into care at nine, and left schoel when he ran away from home at thirteen. His
experience of school apparently did not incline him to open up to or trast the teachers,

Carol singled teachers out for special mention in a general distrust of adults. An incest
survivor, she said “all T really wanted was someone to really listen”, None did, she felt,

Carol: Like a lot of them just thought, she’s only a kid. a silly little kid, exaggerating with
everything. I never trusied adults very much in my life.

Ing; For what reason?

Carol: I don’t know, 1 just never have. [ do now, like I've been around a lot of adults now, but

then [ just didn’t want them, 1 didn't even like my school teachers, T hated them.

Linda and John saftered repeated physical abuse as children and would attend school
badly bruised.

Int: Did school know you were having troubles at home? Did they ever see any marks or
bruises or anything?

Linda: Yeah. | know my friends saw them.

Int: Did anyone at school think, maybe we should do something about this?

Linda: My friends, just told me to get oura there. 1 said, [ was gonna.

Int: So it never got to the official, like the headmaster or teachers or any of the guidance

Linda: They knew, they found out.

int: What was their response?

Linda: They couldn’t do anything.

John: I had bruises all round me Jegs und T had o go to a swimming camival the next day al
school,

Int: Did the 1eachers notice?

John: Yeuh.
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Int: Did they help you in anyway?

John: Nope.

Int: What did they say?

John: Nothing at all. They said, “What happencd o you’. 1 said *Got a hiding at home™. They

said, "What for?” T said “k's none of your business’. "Cos 1 used to be a real shit | hate
teachers, they re stagnaters alt of them.
In the eyes of students, teachers have great power invested in them by the school system.
Yet they wield that pewer only arbitrarily. They select the young people’s minor misdemeanors for
judement and wrath, policing the most trivial misbehaviour, while being bfind 10 or unable or
unwilling to intervene in the very serious abuse or neglect that the young people are experiencing
from their parents.
The young people’s stories, of course, are of widely varied and at times contrasling or
contradictory experiences. Their perception of reachers as people showed marked contrasts.

Jason illustrates much af the consensus of opinion, which saw the reachers as “a pretty
uncaring lot’,

Int: Did the school know that you were having difficulties at home too?

Jason: Kind of in a way they did.

Int: Did they do anything about that?

Jason: No, they don'l help. All they 're interested in is getting paid for what they do.
Int: So vou see them as a pretty uncaring lot?

Jason: Yeah.

Int: And when did you leave school?

Jason: I left in Year 7.

Yet Clare. Robyn. and Kiley tell of individual teachers who were caring. Clare left school
af fourteen:

Clare: The headmistress really liked me and she felt sorry for me and she said “OK Clare if
you need to come back any time just ring up’ and everything, she was really good
about it.

Int: Was there anyone at school, any adult that you could confide in?

Robyn: My Home Economics teacher, Miss Oakley. She was really good. T ralked 1o her
heaps.

Int: What did she do? Was she helpful in any way?

Robyn: She didn’t kelp me out like, telling me where to go and talk to peeple and stuff like
that. She just was somebody to talk to.

Int: So she never gave you information?

Robyn: No. 1 didn’( I just talked to her.

Kiley: The science teacher. She was really good 1o me and that.

Int: Did she ever assist you?

Kiley: She would just help me through with a bit of problems. you know, ar home and that,

She just said, what she thought about it and how I should go about ir.
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Int: Did you find that helpful?
Kiley: Yeah.

As with the child welfare oflicers, police officers and other adults, once again the voung
people clearly indicate the need (o be listenad to: belicved. but not controlled or dominated.

Perhaps it is not se much the deficiencies of individual teachers as the deficiency of the
education system that precludes schools from responding fo the personal needs of these young
people. Certainly that is the implied message that Fran and Malcolm have heard.

Int: Has the school ever. um, what has the school done in terms of helping you with your
home situation?

Fran: Nothing. they can’t do anything.

Int: Mm.

Fran: School’s school, you know. you've gofta go, you've gotta ¢o and they can’t do
nothing.

Malcolm:  School is there for [eurning. it's nol there for other things.

(f) Barriers to Successfully Returning to and
Remaining at School

Some young people do try to return 1o school after leaving home. Living away {rom heme on a low
or no income renders such returns difficult. but not necessarily impossible. A common pattern was
however 1o refurn to school briefly and again drop out. Roger, {or example. left school when he was
“kicked out” of his father’s Gold Coast home at 14, e went o live with his mum in Melbourne,
and worked for a year (at Coles during the day and at a tish and chips shop at night) before trying to
go back and do his junior yeur (Grade 10). He stayed there for about eight weeks and left again.

Roger: The work was o bit on the hard side. Like [ was always in the 1op classes in Queens-
land, down here [ was in the second last and last classes, "cos the work was hard.

Int: Did the school cver give you a hand with these problems you were having at home?
M. So like what actually made vou leave school?

Roger: Just thar I'm so used to having money in me pocket before, | just wanted the same
money in me pocket.

For those who have lived in a transient. unstable but independent manner for a period. the
structure and control of schoot is hard to accept.

Simon: Um. if I tried again now. [f'd mean ['d have o sit down and start ull the way from the
beginning aguain and 1 just think it would be harder to actually start ofl again ence
you ve left and that.

Int: You're not sure you could hack it?
Simon: Not really no. | tried it once for the college.

Others did “hack 11", They succeeded in their efforts to re-enter and/or remain in the
education system. They were held there by their own determination, sense of commitment to the
tuture and active assistance by the school and teachers. Indeed. those voung people trom Canberra
attending school emphasised the importance of understanding and svmpathetic teachers in their
continued school attendance.

Matthew: U5 a very understanding school to the point of doing all thar can be done for me.
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Int: And have you continued to atiend school (since leaving home)?

Roy: Yeah.

Int: At the same school or another school?

Roy: Same school.

ini: What was the school’s response 1o your home situation”? Did they know what was
going on at home?

Row: Yeah. they had to.

Int: They had to know. And so how did they respond. were they helplul, or .7

Roy: Yeah, they were.

Int: So are you atlending scheol now?

Roy: Yep.

LLaura, whe returned to school after a two year absence. was able to cogently reflect on the
range of issue and barriers that conlront a homeless young person who seeks to continue their
schooling. At the time of the intervicw she was living in a short-term retuge. She cites three barriers
to her continuing education:

(i) Lack of stable accommodation
Int: You're actually looking for something that you can live in until you finish ..

Laura: 1 need at least um 18 months accommodation because it just interferes with my
schoolwork toe much i T had to move cvery couple of months.

(ii) Lack of adequate income

Laura was receiving Austudy but found it inadequate o cover the cost of living independently:

int: Okay. so how will you manage?

Laura: Wwell if T don’t get a permanent job then | don’t know how I'm going 10 manage., um
I'm planning to get a permanent job then find accommodation either share

accommodation or possibly boarding accommodation. but it I don’t get that
permanent job I don't know what I'll do.

{(iii) The school system’s assumptions that students:

(a) have family support;
(b) arc not able to be responsible for their own lives and need te be contralled.

Laura: Yeah well the education system in High Schoo! is geared to shem and their situation of
being at home with a family whereas with me 1 don’t have that family support, cither
financially or emotienaily and um 1 sort of tee! like a square peg in a round hole um
with the sort of way the school 1s run with um permission notes and ail that sort of
thing it's really stupid “cos T have to write my own um | get questioned a lot about
what ['m doing. where I'm going which I'm not really used to um. because 1 sort of
make my own decisions about what 1 do whereas the other kids have other people
responsible for them and who make their decisions for them.

Other barriers were identilied by other young people.
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{iv) Schools’ lack of understanding and flexibility
in accommodating homeless students.

Int: Can you say what school. what could have been done to make school a better place for
you then?

Maleolm: [ don't think they have any understanding. I mean schools ... [ don't know. Because
hall the school wasn't homeless — there was only me that [ knew of, so they couldn’t
really make a special thing for us. I don't know. I think school is there for learning,
1°s ot there for other things, I think.

(vl A clash between the lifestyle of homelessness and
lifestyle imposed by schools’ expectations

Int: What sort of hassles did you have in trying to keep going to school, when vou were
away from home?

Peter: Oh, basically getting clothing. being tired.

Int: Mm. Not having your clothes, and being tired.

Peter: Yeah. yeah, "cos I'd be up late some nights and ah.

(vi} Young people’s perception that school was irrelevant
to their daily lives because they had a daily struggle
for survival

Malcotm: [ know miyseil that ['ve got enough intelligence to survive, [ don't need that, Al it is iy
on paper.

{vii) Lack of resources

Int: And how did you manage that not having anywhere to live?

Sarah: You don’t need it jost carry school books around and that and a school bag.
Int: Who helped you to buy your books and things?

Sarah: Well [ kind of bludged and stole most of the time.

Int: Tust before you left home. were you at school or a job?

Thomas:  Yesh, I was at school. I was at school.
Int: Did you wish or do you wish to continue attending school?

Thomas:  When | get a fair bit of money 1o pay school, T mean. like I'll be supporting myself,
you know, house, food, works, then add school on top of that like [ have to have a fair
bit of money. You know. il | do that in a couple of years time, [ do intend in geing
back to school, finish off Year 12 and vou know, maybe go to Uni or do a TAFE
course. something like that. It depends,

{viii} Stigma of homelessness/institutionalisation

Int; Had it been hard tying to go to school with the problems you had. in Philip House and
things?
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Jill: Yeah, it did. There was a let of us that did go to that school from a Tiouse, and you just
get hassled at school all the time.

Int: Why was that?

Jill: So that you're in a home, you got no parents.

CONCLUSION

Young people’s experiences in the education system, in the main. were not positive. Difficulties at
school were again both a cause and consequence of homelessness. The pattern of relations in school
contributed to the process of domination and oppression of these young people and their consequent
alicnation, Rather than providing a domain where young people were respected and supported,
where assistance was perccived as a possibility. and where major efforts were directed towards
maintaining young people in education, schools provided u context which further marginalised and
excluded young people. Once again their legitimate avenues for support and assistance were
experienced as not offering real alternatives to the problems at hand. For homeless young people,
school is an option only for the strongest and most resourceful, Yet, provided with an educational
environment respectful of young people and sensitive 10 the lifestyle difficulties of homeless youth,
many young people will choose to continue with their education.

In the preceding four chapters we have examined young people’s inleractions with the key
social institutions that lave responsibilities to them. Each potentially could play 4 wole in preventing
voung people from becoming homeless, in mitigating the consequences of homelessness and in
facilitaling young people’s efforts to obtain stable, secure accommodation. In relation to thesc
young people the institutions of social support have failed and hence have contributed to the extent
ot consequences of youth homelessness.

The failure of these institutions has serious consequences for young people and society. In
the next five chapters the consequences of homelessness are considered in terms of the young
people’s physical and mental health and their involvement in violence. Prostitution and other forms
of exploitation and abuse are also considered.
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Chapter 11
Physical Health

In this chapler we discuss the manner in which pre-existing illnesses arc aggravated by
homelessness. the development ot health problems related to their lifestyle and the barriers which
were experienced in obtaining adequate health care.

PRE-EXISTING ILLNESS AGGRAVATED
BY HOMELESSNESS

Homeless young people suffer from all of the illnesses common to adolescents generally,
Respiratory illnesses, in particular asthma. were common. Having ne, or peor, housing and limited
access to health services. appeared to lead (o an aggravation ol these conditions.
Simon has had asthima for as long as he can remember. Living in squats has probably not
helped this condition.
Simon: You've always got 1o have your spray because vou find it pretty dusty living close to
the floor, T woke up a couple ol times choking (o deuath in the night.

Liza suftered from recurrent skin infections.

Int: Have vou ever hud medicine or tublets prescribed by a doctor and been unable o get
them?

Liza: Plenty of times ... [ wouldn't have the money.

Int: Can vou remember whal that was for.

Liza: A lot of it was antibiotics ... T get a lot of infections in my skin ... when [ get my

infections I get really sick ... [and] 1 haven’t been able to get the antibiotics.

As well us the physical realities of homelessness which aggravated pre-existing illness, the
psychological factors may also play a role In aggravating ilinesses. These young people experienced
considerable mental stress. It would scem Tikely that this alse contributes to the health problems in
this group of people.

LIFESTYLE RELATED PROBLEMS

The health problems ol adelescenis are frequently caused by aspects of their lifestyle. including
their proclivity for enguging in risktaking behaviours, The abuse of drugs. including alcohol and
tobuacco. was prevalent wmongst these yvoung people. Indeed. alcohol and drugs were frequently
used to dult the pain of dailly existence,

Figh risk and sell-damaging behaviour are discussed in more detail in the next chapter. but
are mentioned here ondy in relation to the physical problems they cause,
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Tohn had 4 number of filestyle related problems. and was used 0 ‘non-step smeking pot
and drinking”. Although he had ended up in hospital. he didn’t scem too concerned,

John: Like me lungs and kidneys are stuffed ... but me arms and me legs, me bones still
work. So as far as I'm concerned. I'm alright,
This Tack of concern for physical health was a common (cature of youth interviewed. Drug
abuse and poor diet were also often related,

Mandy: I"ve been sick “cos I haven't been eating. I've been really sick because 1didn't get the
right vitamins.

Young women had particular preblems related to the violence, sexual abuse and
exploitation to which they were subjeet. Maria was hashed and had several ribs broken by the male
she was lorced to live with because she was homeless. This appears to have caused more serious
preblems,

Maria: I've got to go and have an operation on my rib. ['ve got this lurap on it and they're
woing to operate on that for mc and [ haven't been able to hold my food down. so ['m
not allowed to eat for a couple of days and use {luids.

Whilst some of these problems may be ameliorated by cffective preventive health schemes
and by giving these young people healih information in ways they can understand. it scems clear
that most will continue o suffer from these problems antil they are given visble and meaningful
lifestyle choices. It may not he possible at the moment to give them loving and supportive families.
[t should however be possible to attack the poverty in which most of them are forced 1o live.

ACCESS BARRIERS TO HEALTH SERVICES

Regardless ol the actiolegy of the health problems experienced by homeless youth. these voung
people experience great ditficuities in obtaining effective treatment from conventional health
scrvices, The most significant of the barriers to health care identificd was cost.

{a) Cost

Muny young homeless peeple did not seek medical attention when it was needed because
they believed they couid not afford it.

Int: Have you ever been able 1o get any good medical help for your health?
Trish: No. Thavent really tricd because | thoeught most of the places you have to pay.

Many doctors do require payment from paticnts, rather than direet billing the government.
Most young people interviewed didn’t have either a Medicare card or a Health Care card. and some
did not know about how to obtain them.

Int: Have you got a Medicare card?
Robert: No. but Fwant to pet one. Fdon’t know how to do 1t
Int: What about a Health Care card? You haven’t got a Health Care card but vou're on

Social Security.
Robert: Yeah, [ haven't got a Health Care card ver, but they might send me one.

In addition to this, a significant number were not in receipt of any Social Security benefits
and were thus ineligible for a Health Care card.
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Despite this. many did consult a doctor for medical assisiance. The benefit gained [rom
these consultalions was greatly reduced when as frequently happened. the young persen was unable
10 atford 1o have the prescriptions filled.

Tnt: Have vou ever had any medicine or tablets prescribed by the doctor?

Tracey: Yeah.

Int: And not had the prescription made up?

Tracey: A couple of times.

Ing: Why wouldn 't you get the prescripticn made up?

Tracey: Lack of money,

Int: You cver had medicine or tablets prescribed and not been able 1o get them because of

no money?
Simon: You bet. quite a fow actually, T just haven't had the money to pay for them so 1 usually
just throw away the prescription.
Other health services, such as physiotherapy and dental care were beyond the reach of the
voung people who required them.

Sybil: 1 have to ¢ 10 physio. I am supposed to swim every day for my back muscles and
that. Can’t aflord to go to the pool. Supposcd to go to physio but it's S50 a pop cach
time you go.

Int: What about at the public hospital?
Syhil: No. you're waiting up to six weeks to two months to get in.

The professed rationale for the introduction of the Medicare Scheme was that health care
shoukd be available te all Australians. regardless of their means, From what homeless young people
report, universal health care has not, as yer, effectively covered them.

(b} Poor Treatment

Another barrier for these young people in accessing health care was their previous unsatisfactory
medical experiences. Laura was admitted (o hospital after she took an overdose.

Int: Now did those people in the unit give you good care?
Laura: Nao. they didn’t. They were awtul actually when 1 first got there they were very, very

cynical about what I was doing and um maybe they theught [ just wanted cheap
accommodation or something, | don’t know. but they were pretty cynical. They
trcated me like a bit of shit,

ILiza sought treatment from a public hospital.

Liza: Well [ went there once "cos | had a sponge caught inside me and he treated me like.
the doctor really treated me like a bit of crup and § didn’t appreciate it. and every time.
and when | was in there the nurses picked on me because | had tattoos, and one turned
around 1o, um, there was an ambulance guy putting the thing in my arm, and he
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couldnt find my vein and so he took his glove off to feel for a vein and she cume
along and turned arcund to me, turned around o him and said — *Oh put your glove
back on you could catch anything ofl people with tatoos like her,

APPROPRIATE SERVICES

The one optimistic feature of the discussion of health problems with homeless youth was that when
there was a health service designed to meet their needs, they were prepared to use it. The absence ol
such services in most locations and the need for them was clear.

One health service set up to this end. which was held in particularly high estcem by young
homeless people, was the Kirketon Road Clinic in Sydney, i

Mandy: The place where I always go for medical health is at Kirketon Road Clinic,
Int: Have they always been helpful, Kirketon Road and other people?

Mandy: Ycah.

Int: Do you think that young people should have the right to adequate medical services?
Linda: Yeah.

Int: Do they get that right?
Linda: At Kirketon Read they do. But if they don’t know about Kirketon Road ...

. ()n.ce more the message is clear. Young people are prepared to ask for assistance if that
help is provided in an appropriate non-threatening and non-controliing manner.
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Chapter 12
Mental Health

Homeless young people have a high risk of depression and suicide. Of those interviewed. more than
three quarters report episodes of serious depression and slightly less than one third have made direct
attempts at suicide. Many others also report episodes of non-suicidal self-harm.

SUICIDE AND DEPRESSION

Int: Have you ever thought about harming yourself?
Fran: Yeah, 1 tried to take overdoses., tried to get run over, tried to stand in front of a train.

I've tried everything.
Fran expressed the overwhelming feeling of hopelessness that others shared.

Fran: 1 don't know, The way I teel ... "cos vou can't survive, so why live. if you can’t
survive? That's what [ kecp saying to myscil.

John had fled from a very unhappy home and had drifred into an itinerant lilestyle.

John: [After leaving home] T went mad. I went psycho. I wanted to jump oft Sydney
Harbour Bridge at one stage. get run over a few times hitching up here. Lite's Just all
hassle for me at the moment. ... Like the sort of problems I've got at home, T got.
Like, most people ... they don’t know what its really like on the streets, They ve
never been on the streers — always had a home. And that's why you sometimes get a
bit depressed.

Loneliness and vulnerability were often at the centre of these young people’s feelings of
depression.

Jason: When you're on the strect you feel defenscless and upset because you've ol newhere
1o go ... I've thought of hanging myself because people kept pushing me around.

Young people continued to view suicide as a viable option. even if attempts tailed.

Shelley: [1've made a] suicide attempt.

Int: And what sort of experiences have they been for you?

Shelley: Pretty shitty.

Int: Yeah, Why?

Shelley: i suppose it doesn’t really help ya. sort of makes you feel worse. You try and you
don’t succeed and it makes you fecl even worse ... Makes vou fecl like a failure .. |
still want to do it ... I'll keep trying "ul T finally do it. too.

It is difficult to adequately convey the feeling of hopelessness and despair that pervades so
many of the interviews. However. the following statement by Austin aptly summarised the lack of
hope that characterised the Tives of many.
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Int: In terms of your dreams for the future. your hopes for yourself. what do vou most
hope for? '

Austin: What do [ most hope for?
Int: Mm.
Austin: That [ die pretty quick.

SELF HARM

Youn‘g homeless people’s inability (o have any effective input into decisions which effect their
conditions of lifc in either the macro sense, such as Social Security payments, or the micro sense
such as ruies in youth shellers. leads to anger with and alicnation from what they perceive as an-
uncarmg adult seciety. This socially-imposed impotence leads to high levels of violence in this
group — violence which can be directed either outward or inward. 1t is in the ares of selt-harm that
1118 easiest (o see this inward direction of violence and anger,

Fiona: Sometimes 1 get depressed and then T hurt mysell.

Int: Do vou?

Fiona: Like I did my knuckle on the weekend ... must have hit a rock and hurl mvsell.
Int: Why do vou think vou just hurt yourself?

Fiona: Ldon’t know. Because ['m too gutless to hurt anyone else. T ean't do it

Another illustration of the internalised anger associated with self-harm is given by Donna

Int: Have you ever thought of harming yoursel(?

Donna: Yeah, got tots of scars on me arms, cverywhere. in there.

Int: So you don’t just think about it [harming yoursell]. vou just do it?

Donna: Ide it I den't want to kil meselt, 1, 1. sometimes [ want 10 kill meself, but T don't
want 1o kill mesell. Got too much to live for.

Int: But you sometimes [eel like harming yourset?

Donna: Uhm, 1f people get me really going "1l go for it.

. Ihis phenomenon of non-suicidal self-harm is rarely seen in adults, but is characteristic of
this group of young people,

Debbie: Nup, 1 just do it. I I don"t want to kill myself, I just cut myself, and ['ve got ali these
little scars along there.

Gavi . v . . ; vapt ot . A are 3 e 3

savin I've got a on.e heart and 1 scratched an anarchy sign. it's pretty hard to see. Banging
my head against the walls and stuff like that. I had it scrapped on my arm, it wasn’t
that major, but it hurt. ’

Int: So how did it meke you feel after you'd done that?

Gavin: Better. Ir's really weird now. T don't know. Started 1o get into my blood. but mainly
drugs. get out and don’t think zbout it. )

Sometimes the desire for sell-harm leads o acts of violence.

Int: Have you ever felt like hurting vourself?
Linda: I feel like hurting myself. I go out and do it
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Int: Go out and hurt vourselt?
Linda: Yeah. 1 get into a fight and ... [ try and pick on somebody that’d be able to beal me.

But it doesn’t waork out that way.

Violence is discussed in more detail in the next chapter. However the very close
connection between depression, self-harm and violence is shown in this exiract.

Sarah: I get depressed sometimes, 1 leel hopeless. 1 feel like a reject sometimes hecuuse
haven't got a job ...

Int: So has this sort of situation sort of led you o thinking of harming yourself.

Sarah: No. [ think about harming other people. [ won't kill myself. I'll go and kill someone

else ... Oh sometimes | punch walls ... [ smash glasses, kick holes in walls and punch
holes in walls.

Int: And do vou think this is sort of solving it?
Sarah: No way. [ reckon I'm mental. 11's a natural reaction. Some people cry first, | don’t, 1

hit. I don’t cry when I'm angry. [ ery when I'm hurt and T punch things when I hurt.
But it's always punch [irst, cry laler,

DRUG ABUSE

Young people’s inability to change any of the forces which control the quality of their lives, leads w
feelings of impotence and thus anger. This anger can manifest itsel in a number of ways. Besides
depression and self-harm, drug abuse was a very common nunifestation. and s closely inter-related
(o the other manilestations.

Kerry: ... Islashed my wrists a couple of times.

Int: Trying to just get oul of it, so you den’t feelit?

Kerry Yeah. That's the main reason 1 got into drugs,

Int: Stop the hurt.

Kerry: Yeah.

Int: What do you do when your emotional health is not good?
Gavin: Just get drunk. smoke dope. pop piils, stutf {ike that.

The process of sclt medication may to some extent be behaviour leamt from the “law-
abiding” adult world. 1t does. however. carry with il some very serious conscquences. Heroin use is
not rare in this group of young people.

Robyn: I pet depressed sometimes because | just feel that I'nnot ... T just sit down and think
about that ['m not really soing anywhere, But | just don’t really care. As long as I'm
happy that’s all T really care about. Just get some stuft that Joe ... smack.

The main danger in the use of illicit drugs to deal with teclings of depression, besides
whatever consequences the drugs themseives may have on the individual™s mental health, is the
possibility of detection and consequent criminalisation. "This criminalisation can lead to further
homelessness and consequent misery.
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CONCLUSION

Young people dre denicd access to the political and legal systems which arce utilised by others in
society to press for change. This socially imposed impotence generates overwhelming feelings of
hopelessness and anger. The consequences of homelessness are life threatening. We should not be

surprised when anger and despair results in self destruction. Nor should we be surprised when 1t
leads to violence directed at others,
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Chapter 13

Violence

The lives of most young homeless people have been. and are, permeated with violence. Tt is a
recurring motif in their view of the world and their roles in it. The majority of young homcless
people come from violent environments where they have been treated violently and live under the
constant threat of viclence after they leave home. It is not surprising then that some of them, in turn.
use violence as a major weapon in their limited armories of ways of dealing with a violent world.

VIOLENCE AT HOME

A significant number of young people left home, as has been discussed, because of abuse in the
home. Most endured the abuse over many yeurs.

This constant level of violence and the reliance of parents on harsh physical discipline was
characteristic of most of the familics of origin of the young homeless people. Indeed violence 1y
sometimes seen as a proper part of the parental role.

Maria: ... he stll used to hit me a lot, bash me a lot. that’s when he started to care more,
Thus, bashing becomes related to caring.
However, al a certain point. all did begin to object to being abused.

Jack: ... my push bike was stolen. [t was at a second-hand shop and T didn’t have the money
to get itout ... Anyway. he came home drunk one night and said *Where's your bike'.
And I just said ' haven't got the moncy yet”. Bang, he just hit me. Ile went berserk.
That was two days before 1 left home.

Linda was nine years old when she decided she had had enough.

Linda: ...I'd been jigging school a tair bit, ves ... my father just went off his rocker.
Int: Did he hit you again?
Linda: Yeah. And then [ went back to my friend's place and stayed there for the weekend.

Then we went and saw the coppers and they ook me back home and then T got
another tlogging. So | just thought, that’s it, I'm just leaving, packing stuft and T just
left. I just ran.

The violence that these young people have suffered is not confined to bashings. For
example, Shelley was shot, Liza was stabbed and had her jaw broken, Linda sustained fractures, Jiil
wis bashed with cricket stumps and Robyn was bashed with stubbies. [t is through such
experiences that young people first learn that violence is an acceptable method of getting your own
wity or ol resolving problems.

However. it is little wonder that alter years of abuse. they have developed strong feelings
ol impotence and anger,
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Int: How otten would vou like to see your father?
Kerry: Just once. Get a gun and go bang.

[t 3% Hrtle wonder that some of these voung people become violent,

VULNERABILITY TO VIOLENCE

To be homeless is 10 be vulnerable to vielence. Being on the streets with no shelter or having
msecure shelter such as squats, leaves the young person open to violent attacks.

Jim had had trouble from the police when he was sleeping out.

Jim: See, 1f vou tell them where you're staying. they come and beat you up while you're
asleep.

Int: And has that happened to you?

Jim: Yeah, while vou are asleep they come ... and find you and while you're asleep they
kick you and wake vou up. then hit you in the mouth or something, It's a real shit.

Int: How many times would that have happened 1o vou?

Jim: Just aboul twice.

Young women who are without housing or with only insecure housing are in added danger
of sexual violence. However, young women who are homeless and who enter relationships with
men who provide shelter, are also vulnerable to physical assaults,

Mandy: [ got bashed up a couple of times, but after awhile he just used to push me round a lot
and overpower me and treat me as it 1 was a picce of dirt.

Int: Did vou try and get any help to stop that?

Mandy: Yeah. but nobody can do anything about it because T tried to leave. but every time |

left they'd follow me or find me somehow ... he used 10 always get me to come back.

Fven young people who have accommeodation in o youth shelter are vulnerable to abuse,
Guavin was sexually abused by a worker in emergency accommodation.

Gavin: The people he associated with leund out. were very angry with him.
Int: So that makes you feel a bit funny?
Gavin: It makes me feel like punching his head against the wall.

Those young people who have lived in state institutions also have been subjected to assault

by stalf.

Liza: ... I was there three months in another cottage where | owas belted up by the house
father. He grabbed me and threw [me]. picked me up and threw me against the wall.
and held me up there,

The young women who became involved in prostitution faced particular problems.
Lira: ... he used o belt all his gicls up and so P ook off and then he told evervone around

the place that e would get me back and give me the belting of my hie. | carry a koifc
on me. that's how scared Tam up here.

To some extent being subject to violence was seen as inevitable, and i it was mevitable it
could not be the subject of complaint.
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Ann: ['ve only been bashed at a max lour times. That's it. So iU’y not that common. |'ve
seen people bashed but they ve always deserved it

Int: And when you were bashed those four times did you have to go 10 hospital or get
treatment?

Ann: I went to hospital once,

Int: What was wrong with you?

Ann: Two broken ribs, a black eye, and dislocated jaw. But I deserved it

Int: It was a verv severe hashing though.

Ann: That’s when [ was using the needle. I deserved it

Int: Well what made him bash you then? What was it?

Anmn: Ie'd been there and done it all before.

Int: Ycah. But what gave him the right to bash vou?

Ann: ‘Cos I was a friend.

Int: What, did he think vou'd deceived him somchow, taken him for a ride?

Ann; I don’t know. He dorne it "cos he cared.

Such experiences which lead young people to believe that it may be alright for someonce to
bash them, inevitably lead to the beliel that it is alright to attack someone else, Richard was asked
what he needed to get an adequate income.

Richard: Do you want me 1o be quite honest?

Int: M.
Richard: 44 and about a kilo of heroin. That'd keep us all alive.
Int: What's 447

Richard:  Magnum,
Int: So you're not thinking in terms of legal ways?
Richard:  There is no legal way on the street.
Richard believed young people would steal and assault people even if they had access 0
money by legitimate means:
Richard:  That’s right. Because vou know, it's just instincl. You see somethin and you think fuck
that. it might not be there tomorrow, vou know, and I might necd it by then. You take
it anyway, just 1 case.

A LIFESTYLE OF VIOLENCE

Many of the young homeless people interviewed were angry. They were angry with the families
that had abused them. and angry with the society that had subjected them (o such violence and
which did not alfow them any other options. And angry people can become violent people.

One of the more common ways in which these young people used violence was as a means
of solving inter-personal problems. Street violence amongst the long-term homeless in Kings Cross
seemed common.

Int: Ever thought aboul harming other people?
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Tony: In what way"?

Int: Hitting them, rolling them.

Tony: Ah, that goes on every day up here.

Int: Yes, but have vou ever [elt like doing that to other people. Do you ever gat s angry
with the world that vou [eel like doing this?

Tony: Yeuah.

Int: You want 1o take it out on somebody?

Tony: Yeah. Everyone takes it out on everyone up here. The mob 1 hang around with ...

Int: In the mob. or the people on the street?

Tony: Ah, it all depends, like if someone says something on the strect against the mob, or

like. we always back each other up, we're always fighting. That’s how [ got my black
eye. | backed me mates up. People were lighting and ¥ just said "Il do it for you. just
cop this™ and that’s the way it goes, you just hack your friends up, We fight nearly,
sort of, every couple of days up here. always fighting.

Int: Why do you like fighting?

Linda: That was the way T was brought up. My father used to be a boxer and he taught me
how to fight. He used to he a champion,

Ini: Has that helped you survive on the streets?

Linda: Except for last night, yeah.

Int: You ve hurt your eye, haven't you?

Linda: [ gol into one fight too many last night. I'd been drinking ail day.

Int: You can't fight it you're not seber. How bad’s your eye? Not too bad, bad enough.

Linda: The other chick cume out worse.

Street violence amongst homeless youth rarcly comes o public or police attention, except
if someone 1s seriously hurt or killed. However, when violence is directed at persons other than
homeless youth, it is a matter of public and police concern.

Serious violence was reported by those associated with robberics. 1t appeared from several
interviews that guite often robbery was accompunied by a level of violence that went heyond that
which would have scemed necessary to effect the robbery and this violence was an acting out of an
unlocused anger with the world.

Richard: [ The first time | did a ‘roll” 1] 1ok all his money off him and cut his throat. Docsn’t
worry me we have got to live somehow,

Int: What happened with him?

Richard:  Nothing. Just went to hospital.

Int: Charged with A and B.

Richard:  Yeah. Didn’t cut "im up that bad.

Int: So was that always part of the scenc in the last four years in terms of getting money?
Richard:  Yeah.

Int: Was it a regular thing?
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Richard:  Yeah.

Int: How often would you think you had o do that?
Richard:  Every night

Int: Every night? For [our years?

Richard: Mm.

Tracey also had violently assaulted someone in the course of robbery.

Tracey: I"m up for attempted murder now. [ got to go 1o court. | rolled this guy,
Int: You hurt him pretty bad.

Tracey: I breke a bottle over his head ... T was angry.

Int: Did you know him?

Tracey: No.

Int: What do you think that’s all about. what do you get so angry about?
Tracey: Everything.

SUMMARY

Homeless voung people’s ives are permeated by violence. They have been subjected to it as family
members and live with the threat of it on the street and in insecure accommodation. Violence can
become a strategy to resolve problems and 1o obtain an income. This 1s all more or less under-
standable. However, the more serious, unfocused violence discussed above can also only be
understond in the context of these young people’s lives. The young who do behave in this manner
have usually experienced many years ol poverty and homelessness, living in squals or on the
strects. Lile is a daily struggle for survival, They have been brutalised throughout their lives,

Unless we as g society respond to youth hamelessness in an elfective manner, the
conscquences will he felt not just by the young people themselves, but by all of society.
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Chapter 14

Prostitution

In all major cities there appears to be a highly protitable industry which relies. at least in part, on a
constant supply of homeless voung people. Both males and females become involved in
prostitution. Their motivation for this is clear.

Tom: Oh at the Cross Tdone it a couple of times to get some money.

Gavin was forced into prostitution when he arrived on the Gold Coast from Melbourne.

Int: How did you get inte that?
Gavin: Nowhere 10 live, no money.

All of the young people who had engaged in prostitution came 1o it as a choice between it
or continued homelessness. Almost all believed there was o stigma atiached Lo it

Len: Like people they think its stupid selling vour body to other people. But when you
realiy need money, vou can do with it.

Linda began working in a parlour in Kings Cross when she was 14 years old.

Linda: Well, once you get ... Once you start working, ity just money, night atter night. |
mean. [ hardly ever used o walk out of the club, A person put $500 in your hand for
the night. I mean. it just gets too much.

Int: 53,500 a week iF vou work 7 nights. It°s o lot of money. isn’t it?

Linda: Yeah. And T just biew it all on drugs, And places to stay.

Liza was 16 vears old when she began work as a prostitute in a parlour,

Liza: That's when [ came to the Cross. The government knew [ was doing it. Youth and
Community Services ... knew | was doing it. "cos they were giving me ne assistance,
And T ived at work,

She said that she only became involved in prostitution because she needed somewhere to
stay. BEventually Liza decided o give it up. However, this was not an easy process.

Liza: [ carry a knife on me. that’s how scared | am up here ... [My boss]. he used to belt all
the girls up and so 1 took off and then he told everyone around the place that he would
gel me back and give me the belting ol my lite.

When she was interviewed. Liza had not gone back to prostitution, but was being refused
assistunce again by the Depurtment of Family and Community Services. She thus had no legitimate
income.

Liza: I thought about prostitution again but F know myself [ wouldn™t be uble 1o earn a fot. |
actually threatened the government this morning about committing suicide "cos [ can’t
tuhe much more of it but no. 1 couldn’t do it ve thought about it [prostitution], but
it’s not something 1 want to do.
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Prostitution appears (0 be an integral part ot the lives of most young homeless people in
Sydney. who tend to congregate around Kings Cross. Both males and females are vulnerable to its
offers of money. Even those who haven™t got involved appear to have considered it very seriously.

Marion: Never had to crack it. I've thought about it. No. I'd rather go to jail than fuck and get
AIDS or something. Or get raped.

Not ail prostitution is conducted in parlours. Sometimes young people get involved in a
less organised way as a result of a particular set of circumstances.
Laura: The accommoedation they had wasn’t very good, it was just staying at this lady s place
and we couldn’t really stay there as a group for very long und um the girl, my ex de
facto’s younger sister, she had been working as a prostitute um she was only about 13
or 16, and um she decided that she was going to go out and get more money so she
could pay for all of us at a Hotel and so that’s how I decided that 1 was going to do
that sort of work too. T couldn’t let her go out and earn money in this way and me get

accommadation from it so I reasoned that I should um should do the same thing rather
than use her moncy.

Harry summarised how this form of “hidden” exploitation arises out of the himited options
which young homeless people find themselves.

Harry: Depends on what extent they want (o go o get accommodation. Like if they don’t
want o live at home becuuse they argue with their parents, or something like that.
they ve cither got to pull themselves together and go back home and not argue or find
somewhere else. prostitution | suppose would help. Find accommodation as long as
you sleep with the person that's giving you the accommodation.

These young people were all aware that rich adults were exploiting them because they
were poor and homeless. Most of them decided in the end that it was better for them to be poor or
to get money in other illegal ways.

Petra: I had more money when I was working on the street. But I don't think F'm worse off
now.

It 1s an indictment of this society’s treatment of young homeless people that they must
make similar decisions to that of Petra — whether 1o be engaged in prostitution or whether o be
poor. It is often argued that prostitutes become invelved in the trade as a result of fully-informed.
unpressured [ree choice. It is clear that this is not the case with these voung people. The young
homeless become involved in prostitution as a direct conscquence of the poverty and the lack of
legitimale access to a liveable income and secure housing.
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Chapter 15
Exploitation and Abuse

Young people who are homeless are particularly vulnerable to all forms of exploitation and abuse,
because of their poverty, their lack of adequate housing, their lack of legitimate optiens and choices
and their fack of family supporl. Prostitution, as already discussed. is a common way in which
young people are exploited. In this chapter several other forms of cxploitation and sbuse to which
this group of people are subjected are identified and illustrated.

EMPLOYMENT

(a) Wages

Due to lack of experience or advice. and their sometimes urgent need for money when they have no
income, young homeless people can be exploited by employers. Usually the positions they obtain
are unskilled, temporary and poorly unionised. In such situations, they have very little protection
and few means of seeking redress,

Marcus: Yeah. Then 1 went te Sydney, this place. T got a job car detailing.
Int: Yes. Thal was a full time job.

Marcus: Yes. Six days a week.

Int: Mm. Well, mere than full time. How much did you get paid for that?

Marcus: S$150, T was stupid, they ripped me ofl.

Int: Did they? In what way”?

Marcus: Taxed me too and they never give me a tux return or nothing.

Int: Right, right. You mean they took moncy out for tax.

Marcus: Yeah and never got no tax form or nothing in my pay packet or nothing.
Int: Is there any way that you can deal with that?

Muarcus: Idon’treally want to. As far as 'm concerned, it's over.

Jim managed (o address the problent of his expleitation in empleyment:

Jim: They gave me about $50 Tor 40 hours. 1 told them, 1 told them. "That’s not right” |
said. “You better give me award wage or I'm goeing te talk 1o the unions about it’. And
they said, "Oh sorry, 1Us our muistake™. They always back down when you say you're
going 1o go lo a unon, and 1 meant .

Instead of adopting Jim's approach and challenging exploitation, ofien young people just
put up with it beeause they had no ether choeice 1f they wished 1o keep the job.
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Int: You've fell that you've sometimes not received the right wages lor the work that
you've done. Do you think that’s common?

Tracey: Probably. because yvou're voung and there™s so much unemployment around they can
reduce the meney, so it you don’t want to take lower wages there are plenty of other
people that will take It. doesn’t matier.

Maria had had two jobs in which she was ‘ripped ofl” financially and in one she was
subjected 1o sexual exploitation.

Maria: Well when 1 was working, 1 never got puaid the right wages, that was at Haot Chick
when 1 worked at a job there, and at a Bakery T got $150 a week. That was alright but
they just kept on harassing me. There was a young guy that T went out with, and then [
tound out that he just used me, Then he put me name around as a tart where [ worked,
so [ had o leave,

Int: So with the Hot Chick unpaid wages. were you able to get your wuges,
Maria: AlLE gol was $3:55 an hour. And T worked seven days. one day [rom 7.30 in the

morning 1o 10.30 at night, and all I got that week was SB35,

(b) Sexual Exploitation

Maria’s cxperience of sexual harassment at work was not uncommon amongst the young women,

Whilst a woman docs not have 1o be young or homeless to experience sexual harassment or

exploitution, these tactors did appear to aggravate their vulnerability. The only option which they

felt they had to stop the harassment was to leave the job.

Mandy: I"ve worked in « lushion boutique, but T got harassed by the boss™s father. so 1 didn™
want 1o work there “cos | didn’t want him to touch me vou know. just because his son
Wi PUYING MY wiges,

Gwenn ix another homeless young woman who was forced to abandon o job because of
sexual harassiment, this time from the employer.

Int: Was there any particular reason why you lost that job?

Gwenn: Becuause he was a dirty old man.

Int: Did he harass you?

Gwenn: Oh. a fady [ knew worked there helore and he was pinching her on the bum and

getting you e a cornar and things like that. and one 1ime he got me into a corner and
turned olf the hights, ... pinching my bum and I said “That's it". and [ was asked why 1
left and said “cos I feltlike i, Tdidn™t tell her why,

Finuncial and sexual exploitation of young homeless people in the work place is probably
inevitable when they are not given any substantive protection by umons or government bodics.

ACCOMMODATION

{(a) Sexual Exploitation

Homeless young women are valnerable to sexual exploitation.

S¥bil: Yeah, 1 did sleep with peeple for a root” over my head. L'm. not for money,
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Int: Sounds to me as if vou have very little choice.

Syhil: 1 didn’t have any choice. It was either that or be out in the cold. I'd look at them, size
them up and I 'wouldn’t care what they said, I'd just leave them, just for that time, "cos
I wanted somewhere to stay., something, someone 1o talk to, somewhere to stay,
something, somcone to talk to, someone to love me in the way 1 wanied (0 be loved.

Because of the exigencies of finding shelter when living on the streets or sleeping out.
many young people will take up with strangers if they arc offered accommoedation. This, of course.
has many dangers for young women. Young men arce alse vulnerable to sexual exploitation.

Gerard had been sexually esploited when be was staying with an adult.
Int: You were stayving there because vou didn’t have anywhere else to stay?
Gerard: Yeah.
Int: And you were exploited by staying there?
Gerard: Yeah.
Int: They were paying you to have sex with [them]. They sexually exploited you.
Gerard: Yes.
Int: And would you have got into that situation if it wasn’t for the fact that you needed
moncy’”!
Gerard: Correct.

Regardless of the specifics of individual cases of sexual exploitation, it, in effect, rabs the
voung person of their last possession.
Petra: Well. they took the only thing that T did have. really. I mean if you’ve got nothing
material, if they start taking your personality and things like that, vou don’t have
much left after awhile.

(b) Violence

Homelessness increases a person’s vulnerability to physical altacks. Sleeping out or in squats
provides few of the safcpuards against violence which most of us take [or granted.

Tracey: I"ve been raped.

Int: Have you?

Tracey: In the street.

Int: Hold old were you then?

Tracey: Um, fourteen.

Int: By another street kid or ...

Tracey: Pardon,

Int: An adull or whalt, did you know him'?
Tracey: No “cos | was off me, me face.

Int: What did you do?

Tracey: Had a shower. and then went and drank,
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Int: So you don’t know who 1t was?

Tracey: No.

Int: ts that @ common experience do you think for girls on the street to be attacked like
that?

Tracey: Yeah, it's low.

This rape of young homeless women was, as Tracey said, very common. Carol and a
girlfriend were raped when they were trying (o Hive on the streets in Sydney.

Carol: Oh, T was with my girlfriend. T never wusted this guy, T said “You know, T don’t trust
this guy, let’s get out of here, you know’ and she wanted to go with him and T said "No
way !, you know, not me. she said "Right then, but I'm going™ and 1 didn’t want to be
lelt there by myself you know. And they reckoned they had some smoke, in his place,
so we went up there with him and he said ‘I can’t find any now” so he went off and
one of his friends told us o stund under this light, now I thought ‘This is a hit sus, T
don’t like this idea one bit", you know. Then [ looked around the place, and | thought
“Stuft this, I'm not going o hide in some little dark corner, you never know who's
hanging round”. really bad area it was, complete slum. So this guy came back and we
went back to his place anyway. It didn’t turn oul o good.

Int: So what were they after.
Carol: Just the one thing. Like she went. she done everything they told her to. but not me, [

kicked up that big of a stink and [ was punching them and kicking them until they
decided they were going te bash me and | gave up then no way, not going to get black
and blue for that.

Being on the road also bas great dangers for young people.
Int: Has anyone tried to take advantage of vou?

Ann: When [ went up for a lift into Svdney, this truck driver ... | wouldn't sleep with him,
50 he bashed me. 1 had earrings in my ear. They all went through both sides and he
pushed me out of the truck. "Cos T wouldn’t sleep with him,

Homieless young people were also vulnerable (o attack from police.

Int: Have you been hassled by the police when you’ve been sleeping out?

Tom: Yeah.

Int: What did they say to you?

Tom: Ah, T was a little bit stoned at the time, and that and 1 was just walking around and

that, and they just walked up and said *What are you doing” and 1 said *Nothing" and
they said “Where do you live” and I said "1 baven’t got nowhere to live” and they go
"Where are you slecping, in the gutter” and then they started laughing and thar and |
told them (o get [ucked and they started laying into me.

CRIME

Some young peoeple were used by adults for criminal activity. The property stolen in break and
enters was [requently sold 1o adults to dispose of. In these circumstances the young people received
only a small fraction of the actual worth of the properry. Dennis was used by an adult 1o steal cars
which were later stripped or sold and for which he was paid $100.

18

Dennis: T was worth money, "cos 1 was the best thict there, "cos 1 stole heaps of cars for him. in
that, 1 was only working for him for about. four or five months and [ just had to move
on. [ was getting bored, wanted 1o stcal something clse other than cars, out of the five
months T got averaged to about. about 6 or 7000, and | had I had just bought clothes.
uhm, just clothes and food and accommodation and rent and that, and he ah. 1 bought,
I stole a couple of Ferrari’s, Porsche’s Mercedes, Rolls, all the good cars, you know.
sports cars, Mercedes, Jags, all the really nice cars. “cos then if you get good cars.
he'd give you a bit extra, like say 10 bucks. 20, 30 bucks extra.

CONCLUSION

Young homeless people are particularly vulnerable to expleitation in all aspects of their life. Young
women's risk of sexual exploitation is aggravated by their homelessness. The reasons for their
vulnerability are structural: poverty, lack of accommodation and lack of options. The maintenance
of the present pattern of responses to homelessness serves to condone and facilitate the exploitation
of young people. Rather than guaranteeing ‘special protection’ the responscs preduce the
preconditions [or exploitagon.

18
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Chapter 16

Young People’s Perceptions
of Rights

Young people’s treatiment within the Tamily and by the institutions ol care and control in our society
is conclusive evidence of the violation of young people’s rights to special protection, to shelter, Lo
nutritien and 1o healih care.

In this chapter voung people’s assessments of the respect for their rights are explored, First
considered is the extent to which the young people belicved they had the right to accommodation,
income, foed and health care, and the extent to which they beticved this right was enforced. These
perceptions are explored in the context of young people’s understanding of their own position In
society.

RIGHTS OF THE CHILD
(a) Right to Adequate Housing

Not surprisingty nearly all agreed that young people should have the right to adequale housing,

Int: Do you think young people at the moment do have any rights 1o housing, the way
things work?

Tony: Ah, they've gol no choice, the prices are just oo high. | reckon they should just have
houses, like, bedroom and a kitchen and that, for a reasonable rent. When you try and
go and get Housing Commission, I've heard about it, well, you've just got to wait too
long.

Jim: Yeah, sure, cveryone should have the right to adequate housing. T mcan. it's just, it’s
just a necessity. [ mean, you've got to have a roof over your head.

Int: Dao they?

Jim: No. Not everyone docs.

Int: No? Who doesn’t?

Jim: Qooh, there’s abour 20 or 30 kids that T know that don’t. They're just wandering
around.

A few children belicved that if yvoung people had enforceable right 1o housing, it might
lead to more leaving home prematurely. Robert was one:

Ini: Do you think young people should have the right to adequate housing?
Robert: Nup.
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Int: You don’t think they should have the right? You know. vou're the first kid in 40
interviews who's said that.

Robert: Wwell, [ don’t reckon they should.
Int: That’s alright. I'm intercsted to know why you say that.

Robert: Because they should take the opportunity to stay &t home,

{c) Right to Health Care

Young people were inclined to indicate that not only should they have the right to medical scrvices,
but that they personally did have that right (while other young people might not}.

The majority of young people interviewed. however, indicated that the exercise of the right
was significantly impaired for young people.

i it : Da you think that young le should have the right to adequate medical services?
(b) Right to Nutrition Tnt ¥ young peop : £ ‘ ‘
- ) . . . . I, Elizabeth: Ycah.
In an affluent country the right to adequate nutrition is taken for granted. Yer the reality of lile of .
homeless youth is that many have gone hungry at different times. Perhaps not surprisingly. nonc Int: And do you think they do?
think that is fair that they do not have a right to food. Elizabeth:  Somectimes they do.
int: Right. Do you think voung peopie should have the right to adequate food? Int: Sometimes?
Jill: Yes. I do. Flizabeth: Yecah. Oh sometimes they might not know much about where 1o get it
. g P ek ' e .
Int: Does that work! Int: So lack of information.
ifl: Not with me it docesn’t, 3
J No e 1t doesn’t Elizabeth: Yeah and lack of money.
[.ouise: Yeah. I think that no matter whar any s if they're e because . : : ot
o O A e ]“\.bOd} done, . ”‘ they’re out of home because Int: Do vou think young people sheuld have the right 1o adequate medical services?
] of their parents, 1 mean it’s not their fault, because of their parents they shouldn’t have
§ to pay for the rest of their life and you know live on. live in poverty because their Julie: Yeah.
% parents didn’t want them sort of thing, but hecause of the, vou may as well say non- Int: Do vou think they have?
= exlistent benefits you get from the government, that's what people have to do.

The search for food potentially marginalises and criminalises young people. For some, part
of their daily life was lunch at large centres for homeless adults, for others food was obtained
directly or indirectly through crime.

Int: What about [ood, do you think young people should have the right to adequate food?
Jan: Yes. Food's too expenstve. We're not getting enough money, we can’t afford a house.

we can't afford anything. So, until we're living on a free basis, we want something,
we've got 1o steal 1t. But you can’t steal a house,

Tony: Ah. we’ve got that anyway, we just go down Talbot and that’s good enough for us ...
Sce, you can get a good feed, ah, sometimes 11's not too good feed, but, every Sunday
night we get & baked dinner. down at Tatbot.

The contrast between what s and what should be is stark for many young people. The
hypocrisy of a wealthy society in which the young go hungry and arc exploiled. engenders
cynicism, disbelief and anger. Jim was dismayed that anyone would be stupid enough to ask
whether young people should have such basic rights:

Jim: Yeah, well, course, 1 mean cveryane should be sble to live somewhere, everyone

should. oh well, probably that mecical thing 1s an all right question. but that gne, that
lakes the cake! That's stupid.

Int: well actually. 1 forgot to ask one. wait till 1 ask you another one. But the reason we
ask. T supposc, is that it seems obvious, bur what's the reality?

Jim: No-one’s doing anything about it. [ts always going to be the same, no one does any-
thing about it.

Int: This other one | forgot to ask you is. do vou think young people sheuld have the right
o adequate food?

Jim: Haaah! That's a good one too!
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Julie: In a way they have, like, you know. with hospitals, you know, you don’t have 1o pay
hospitals and that, but then again like doctors you have to pay it and a lot of people
haven’t got Medicare cards and things like that.

Int: OK. Do youa think that young people should have the right to adequate medical
services?

Katrina:  Yeuh, definitely.

Int: And do they?

Katrina:  Um, no. Not everybody’s [ortunate cnough to have a Health Care card because you’ve

got to be on some sort of benefit to get one and um a lot of kids aren’t eligible for one
so they usually have 10 go without.

As noted in the chapter on health. lack of money, lack of information and lack of targeted
services negate aspects of the right (o health care.

(d) Right to Protection from Exploitation
and Cruelty

Young people believed that they should have the right to be free from abuse and exploitation. Yet
the lived experience of these young people, as is evident in this report, is that their lives have been
blighted by abuse and exploitation. So, while young people believe in the right to protection from
abuse and exploitation, this right was not afforded to them.

Int: What about the right not be exploited or abused?
Ann: I get abused and exploited.
Int: Do you think that yvoung people should have the right not to he exploited or abused?
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Jack: They should only be expioited or abused for what they done wrong. What they do
wrong they should get punished for. Like, I got punished for going to court and stull
like that.

Int: Is there a difference between being punished and abused. though?

Jack: Being abused can be child abused, sexually abused. being punished and being locked
up for six months to life. When you go to jail you're sexually abused anyway.

Int: Do you think that young people should have the right not to be exploited or abused?

Louise: Definitely. 1 mean, it just comes down 1o the basic fact that vou might be younger but

weve sull got our lives to live and everything that happens now is going Lo affect our
lives, so yveah, I don't think we should be raken advantage of.

Int: Do you think young people should have the right not to be exploited or abused?

Carol: Yeah. If we gel hit we should be able 1o take our parents to court for it, so they don’t
do 1t twice.

Int: Se you think going 10 court 1s one way of enforcing those rights?

Carol: Yeah.

int: How can you go about otherwise enforcing rights?

Carol: Put them away for a while instead of it always being us. You know they say we're

uncontrollable children. It's not really us, a lot of the time i’s our parents. They go
around hitting us and expect us to be good little people. you can’t do that.

POSITION OF YOUNG PEOPLE IN SOCIETY

Young people believed that they were entitled to basic human rights and that these rights should be
respected. In rthis section we seek their explanations ol why their rights arc. on the whole, violated.
In the interviews their understanding of their position in society was specifically addressed through
discussion of their treatment and their life in comparison to other young people and adults, and
whether gender impacted on life circumstances.

We rely heavily on inlerview extracts as they authentically and cogently reflect their ived

experience and their analyus of their position in society.

(a) Self and Other Young People

The day-to-day life of the young people interviewed stands in marked contrast o the images of
youth portrayed in the media. Not surprisingly, those interviewed did perceive their life o be
different from most other young people in the community.

In comparing their lives to those of other young people, the respondents did not focus
explicitly on their victimisation, Instead they noted the absence or loss of a lamily and the lack of
support in their lives: the necessity in their life to be 1otally self-reliant. They also noted the bad
experiences of their peers. and expressed sympathy.

Int: How do vou think your life is different from other young people’s lives?
Ralph: I dunno. Half the young people my age are cxactly the same as me. The other families,

they ve Just cared more about their kids that’s why the Kids are like they are now,
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Ini: How do you think your lite is dilferent {from other yoeung people’s?

Julie: I think it’s not so much, pretty much the same, but you know 1'm not the only young
person who’s been through a lot, “cos a hell of a lot of people out there who go
through the same thing. Maybe not the same situation. oh probably. but everyone’s
just got different problems.

Gerard: Well [ think everyone is different. A lot of people have the same problems and that,
but most of the time it’s only seme of their problems. 1'm not saving [ was really bad
off, there’s other people worse off thars me and hopefully some day I'll be able to get
in there and help.

The loss of a family and the sense of aloneness that it engenders was often cvident.

Simon: Like, if T could have one thing in life that | could have had. I wish T would have had, it
would have been a family to grow up with. but [ never got that so life is a lot harder
tor people without families. Like you hear the odd person living at home, got it hard,
have to do the dishes every night, it just makes you laugh really.

Carol: Some people haven’t been through as much as | have, makes it a bit different. They ve
got parents that love "em, that will take care of them and cverything, and send them to
school and some to university, and mine, it’s different, my mum wouldn’t take the
tme of day.

The lack of family suppert gocs hand in hand with the lack of other support. These young
people from an carly age have to eke out un existence.

lan: Other young people have got their parents and everything given to them, 1 have to
work for everything 1 get.

Petra: Um, T think some other young people have got it a lot casier because they can live at
home and they have their parents to pay for things and they can concentrate on their
studies and plan their future according to their parents™ wealth without them having to
worry about their own.

The reliance on sclf was not a totally negative experience for some as it offered potential
for freedom from parental restrictions,
Steph: *Cos they ve [other young people] got someone to depend on and we’ve got to depend

upon ourselves and they sort of get everything for them, like you know they’ve got
someone there for everything and we haven't, that's about all.

Int: No back stops?

Steph: Mm. but then again we can sort of stay oul whenever we want basically and they
can’t,

Int: Yeah, you've got more treedom.

Steph: Yeah.

The implicit message these children have assimilated is thal 1o benefit from society, young
people must remain part of a family. The contradiction for most of the young people interviewed
was that the family provided the site of violation of the most basic of rights. Outside the family they
are lair game, with few active or successful steps taken by the state to ensure that their rights are
enforced.

125



(k) Young Women

The issuc ol gender has been addressed through this report. It has been noted that young women
have specific difficultics related to their sexual assaull within and outside of the family. Tt was
argued that young women were forced into exploitative relationships and prostitution for shelter
and income. Young women reported particular difficulties obtaining accommaodation because of
sexual discrimination, sexual harassment and sexual assault. These were experienced directly and
indirectly and hindered their access to all forms of accommaodation

In considering the position and treatment of young women in comparison o young men,
these concems were again restated. The males scemed to take difficulties faced by females more
lightly than women, with most tending to believe they were treated equally or better.

Int: What about young women? Do you think they get treated better or - worse or the same
as young men?

Fiona: Warse, because young women, young gitls, Tike me and Helen walk down the street
all the time and you get these dirty old perverts driving past. honking, yelling and all
that, and you walk down the street, "Oh hi there sexy”, and it really poohs us off, you
know. Yuk, look at that dirty old fag {laughs]. you know, that sort of feeling. Yuk, I
hate heing a female. T wish T was a guy. Guys can seem te have more [un.

Int: Do you think guys get harassed as much?

Fiona: No, no, I hardly ever see guys walking down the sireet getting whistles ott sheilas.

Int: What about young women? Do vou think they get treated better or worse or the same
as young men?

Lilla: Waorse, yeah.

Int: Why do you think so?

Lilla: *Cos. women get bashed by their men.

Int: You've seen a lot of that?

Lilla: Yeah.

Katrina:  Girls have to be more careful about where they go and where they live “cos of all the
rapes and stuff going on.

As these young women’s words clearly express, the experience of sexual violence and
harassment is part of their everyday lite. 1t permeates every aspect of life: social behaviour, sexual
relationships and employment.

Int: What about young women, do you think they get treated betler or worse or the same
as young men?

Carol: Worse. Just not fair, like jobs and all that sort of thing, jobs. housing all that sort of
thing that it’s meant to be equal rights but it's not reaily. They say it is.

Alan: well [ reckon girls don't toe the line they get treated worse like there’s a girl here that
doesn’t tee the line and she doesn’t get as much, she doesn’t get as much privileges. if
she needs money she never gets it. "Cos [ toe the line. if | need somerthing 1 usualty

get il
Julie: [ think they get treated differenily. yeah.
Int: Worse?
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Julie: Yeah, than the men like, the men can go 1o sleep with three or four different girls in
one week and get called stud or whatever and a girl can sleep with one or two
ditterent blokes and get called a slut. You know, it’s not really fuir, you know they get
put down a lot more than what you know blekes do.

Young women's experiences of homelessness dilfer significantly from those of young
men. [t is clear that in constructing responses 10 homelessness the particular needs and wishes of
young women musl be attended to. To do otherwise is to define and respond 1o homelessness in
terms of young men’s experiences and to perpetuate the gender discrimination suffered by voung
womerl.

(c) Young People and Adults

Young pecple’s analysis of the reasons for the violation of their rights are most evident in a
censideration of their treatment by, and role in, adult society, 'The accounts recorded helow are
indicative of a growing cynicism. desperation with and alienation from adult society. If society does
not hear and does not attend to these stalements. then we will all increasingly bear the direet and
indirect costs.

(i) Young people advantaged

A few young people did believe that adults were treated equally to or worse than youth. This
retlected notions that all were equal. that other factors rather than age influenced decision-making
and that in specific situations. such as in the criminal justice system, young people were
advantaged,

Int: Do you think that young people get a better deal or a worse deal than adults in our
society?

Jack: A better deal.

Int: Young people get a better deal. Mm. In whar way?

Jack: Well, like, il you've got a criminal record when you're under 17, when you turn 17,

they burn your record. And so then you can start over again. But ance you're an adult
1l mezns that you can’t.

Int: Is there any other reason why you say young people gel a better deal?

Jack: No. Oh. they ve got more places 10 go o for help and things like that.

Int: And how is it that you know that?

Jack: Well, just places like Children’s Services, and there’s nat really an Adults Services or

things like that ... Yeuah, the police somctimes give better deals because the adults,
they might just throw "em in the Jockup or something and they can bring, il it’s the
children, if it’s the children they can bring them hack cos they've got somewhere to
staty.

Donna: I'reckon it's the same. evervthing’s the same. sometimes we don’t get treated fairly as
everyone. you know the adulls, because they're. you know, older and they most of
them have their life sorted out, but some haven’t. but um and young kids they just
think it’s all cur fault.
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Tim: 1t’s about the same. We're all in the same situations, a lair few, a lot of us,

Int: Mm. Do you think thal young people getl a better deal or ¢ worse deal than adults in
our society?

Tim: I'd say we're about equal because, ah, the adults. look at the unemployment side.
Adults they, some of them they have children and that, they have 1o look after their
children. That™s why they gel more than us. I'd say we were in a roundabout even
situation [or age differences.

These young people are suggesting life 1s difficult for a lot of people, not just the young.

With the exceprion of Jack's responsc, the notion of equality or advantage is not phrased in terms of

affirmative or positive rights. Most young peoeple, however, believed that they suffered significant

disadvantage because of their youth. Such responses took a number of forms, The majority
indicated that they were treated like or were “scum’” to the adult community. Other response patlerns
related to a lack of must, lack of decision-making power. a lack of control over resources, a lailure

10 listen and a lack ol respect by the adult community.

{ii) Scum

Kiley: I reckon that people think that kids cul on the streets ... They're treating us like scum,
like we don’t know anything. Tts not our fault if we get kicked out on the strects. We
can’t plead with people to take us in all the time. Tt’s not cur fault.

Int: Do you think that young people get a better deal or a worse deal than adults in our
society?

Matthew: They get a worse deal. The young people are treated like gutter scum.

Int: And why 1s thal do you think?

Matthew: Because most youth have gone to socicty. They, unfortunately a lot of youth think that
the world owes them a living, They learn in the end that they don’t, but socicty can’t
handle it. They just cannot handle a plague of young homeless vouth. It’s become like

cockroaches and we need the Pied Piper to get out there and lead us somewhere. We
need, it's funding basically, and ...

Int: Do you think that young people gel a better deal or a worse deal than adults in our
society?

Tom: Worse. "Cos 1t's & piece of shif. You got no say in nothing, it’s our world, not yours.
[t's not because it's your generations before that have screwed it up for us and our
kids.

Int: What about treatment? Do vou think that voung people get treated the same, or

different. from adults?

Tom: Different. totally different. There's always two sets, two different sets of rules. Like
somebody says something, then they go and do it and then you go and do it yoursell
and then you get in trouble for it and then you say, ‘But you done 1” and they go, “But
that’s different’.

These voung people speak with feeling and with anger. They clearly perceive that they are
seen as, and treated like, the lowest of the low. They are rejected by society and barred legitimate
access to the necessities of survival. It is not surprising that they feel few obligations to society and
experience few of the constraints on behaviouwr which result [rom a sense of belonging to society.

128

{iii) Lack of respect

Others made a similar point in a slightly different way, They areued that the young were treated
poorly and the reason for thal treatment was a basic lack ef respect of young people in our society,

Brian: Um, well. with the abuse bit. I reckon vounger people shoeuld be trealed, vou know
[with] a bit more respect thun older people. adults. You get picked up at the police
station. we should get treated 4 bit Kindly, we mighta broken the law. we might ve did
something wrong by them. bul we should be treated at least kindly.

Int: Do you think young people get treated the same or differently 1o adults?

Simon: Quite a lot different,

Int: Why is that?

Simon: [t usually comes down to respect your clders and that. a thing vou hear guite a lot or

you do something rowdy and you've always got the old ladies oul saying when | was
vour age they used to do this and that, and that sort of is a big hassle.

Int: Da you think young people get respected by elders?
Simon: No, not very much. not at all.

Responses to hemelessness must be built upon and demonstrale respect for the integrity of
young people. To be respectlul of another requires one to listen, to be aware that the other has a
perspective that is worth hearing and considering. Throughout this report it has been stressed that
the failure to listen and take seriously young people’s accounts has contributed 1o their becoming
and remaining homeless. This failure to listen is a4 cause and consequence of their position in the
social structure.
Int: Do you think that young adults get a better deal or a worse deal than adults in our

society?

Richard:  Worse deal.
Int: Why's that?

Richard:  "Cos we're just kids, you know. Donr’t listen to kids. They don’t know nothin'.
Haven't been there, "aven't dope that. 1 tell you what, we know more than what any
adult knows.

Int: [Do vou think young people get treated the same or differently o adults?
Richard:  Diflcrent. Very ditferent,

Int: Why's that?

Richard:  We get treated like we're useless.

Int: Useless. Worthless?

Richard:  Ycah. All we're good for is going down the shop (or mum. That's the way [ see it

{iv) Lack of power and control over resources

Young people’s disadvantaged position s underlined by their lack of material resources in a society
w which material resources determine opportunities, While thewr basic needs are the same as adults,
their legitimate access to these resources is restricted by their uge - - employment opportunities are
fewer, wages lower and benefits less,

Int: Do you think young people get a better deal or worse deal than adults in our society?
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Liza: A worse deal.
Int: Why is that?

Liza: Adults, they treat "em like they got more respect than we have, adulrs seem 10 gel
whatever they want, without hesitation they get better pay. they get fats casier than
we do, that sort of stuff, They treat us like a bit of shit,

Anna: Well, adults think they have to be the f{irst onc in. That's what [ reckon. You know,
children come last. Well, that's what happened o me. You know. You go by their
rules. never listen to us. You have to listen to them all the time, never us. You know.
And when. you know, it just makes a bad influence. Like. if you had a kid. you'd
understand what ... Understand why they get shitty, pissed ofl. run away. Course they
run away, they never listen 1o their kid. You know. You always have to listen 1o them,
get told what 1o do. you know. Not that you can tell your mother what to do, just talk.
vou know.

Int: Do you think young people get a better deal or worse deal than adults in our socicty?

Steph: Oh. I reckon worse ... "Cos it's easier because a lot of things like organisations like
vou can come in and that will help adults more than they will children,

Int: That's funny. that's what they re supposed to be there (or

Steph: Yeah. [ know, same as SL. Vinni's and that.

Int: You think they re geared up to help adults.

Steph: Yeah. that’s what they say. oh we don’t usually help children we usually help young

mothers, like pregnant young mothers and all that.

The lack of access 1o resources, especiully jobs and income. is seen as indicative of their
position in society.

Sybil: [Young people] get a worse deal. s pretty, [ mean, [ go 10 work, right, when 1 wasg
working, 1 do exactly the same that a scnior person would do. vel they’d get S100
more than I'd get, just because of their age.

Tony: Young peaple get. under 21 young people get nothing, but people over 21, they're the
ones who are making the money, under 21 they pay vou half or nothing. So I reckon
we're gefting @ worse deal, we should be paid the same as them, we're doing the same
as them.

serard: Why I reckon they get treated rougher is because they go into CES and they sce this
job that they reaily want to go for and CES suays, "No that’s not appropriate for you'.
Then they can’t get a job “cos no one 1s really helping them get a job.

Young people’s position of power may be contrasted to that of adults. Adults. including
parents, police und weltare officers. seemingly control not only their own lives but the lives of
others’ children. Young people. on the other hand. seemingly lack legitimate control over many
aspects of their own lite.

Int: Do you think that young people get treated the same or differently to adults?

Linda: They get treated ditferently. Emean. they re younger. Adults tell the kids what to do.

Fiona: Yeah. They reckon that because they're older they have the right to boss anvone
yvounger around.

Int: Even if they don’t know what they re doing?
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Fiona: Yeah. it's not luir, 10s almost like prejudice. prejudism against old against young, but it
really drives me crazy.

Gwenn: I think kids, kids should have some basic rights in what they do. T mean, it's always
left to the parents to say 1o de this Lo do that. kids should have rights.

Matthew: |We get a worse deal] because we're younger and society’s um structure is not always.
even welfare people don't like young homeless people because (hey think they should
be back with their parents no matter what their parents or situation 1s.

For structural reasons. including the isolation of voung people in families, the ideology of
the family and their tuck of input into socictal deciston-making pracesses, 1t is difficult {or young
people to organise around their collective oppression. Their response to their oppression is
essentially individualised, even when it takes a collective form. Tor instance. when the Federal
Government decides 1o cut soctal security benefits for voung people. there is no likelihood that
government will feel at the ballot box the collective discontent of 14, 15, 16 and 17 year olds. (It
would feel the discontent of pensioners, on the other hand. it pensions were cut.) For young people.
the collective response and the avenues for collective response are limited.

Their response to the anger. despuir. violence and hunger is individualised and either self-
destructive through depression, selt-harm and suicide. or dirccted ourward through crime. Even
when undertaken in groups and directed to the external environment. crime and violence rematns an
individualised response to poverty, isolation and personal violence.

Mandy and Laura clearly summuarise the position of youth in the social structure and their
powcerlessness.

Mandy: Because people my age don't get a choice. w1 like government or anything. they don’t
get a choice 1o say how they really feel. but it's happening now. they don't get any
help from anyone really, Fhey ve just got to do it all by themselves. Adults can deal
with problems. but people my age. like T can deal with problems now. but when T first
left home Teouldn’t "cox my triends always dealt with my problems.

Laura: I suppose the root of the problem is that the public docsn’t want to face up to the
reality that um they den™t want o admit that um that all parents aren’t um don’t
always treat their children the way they should be treated and this 1s reflected in
government policy. because government is representative of the people and their
opinions. 50 we end up with a bud deal.

Int: Right, und do you think young people get reated the saume or differently to adults, like
in hospitals and schools,

Laura: In schools, no we do not. I do not. Well sometimes 1.1 get treated o bit more fairly
than the other students here. um maybe its because [ think. oh 'm good i class. |
don’t disrupt the class or anything like that. [ show some respect to the teachers and
think they um show some respect for me. Not as much as they um they show to each
other though.

131



132

Chapter 17
Recommendations

1t is clear that the causes ol homelessness are many and its consequences affect every area of a
young person’s life.

All interviewees shared famuly sitwations which were experienced as untenable or non-
existent. I additien, all shared a lack of an adequate income and a lack of access to atfordable

housing. Il wuas argued that the formal responses to homelessness and young people’s under-
standings and interpretations of those responses svphoned young people inte homelessness and
increasingly restricted the paths out of homelessness. Throughout the text the positive and
potentially positive responses to homelessness developed by young people have been noted. Many
of these related to young people’s eflorts to help themselves and other young people with shared
difficulties.

This report is premised on the assumplion that it is important to listen o and hear young
people’s perspectives. We therefore conclude this report by detailing the recommendations that
homeless voung people themselves hud to respond to the problem of homelessness. The young
people’s recommendations canvassed many of the tssues and the difficulties identified in the body
of the report.

FAMILIES

Many young people’s recommendations for dealing with homelessness related 1o the family. This
reflected the belief that their family’s situation was responsible for their homelessness. Some were
so overwhelmed by the impossibility of their own situation, and the powerlessness of children in
families thal, whilst identifving familics as problematic, they could see few ways in which the
structure could change.

Int: What sorts of changes do you think you need to prevent people coming homcless?

Tony: You can’t, It's something. the individual, what happens at their house, or where they
live. belore they get kicked out or thrown ocut. You can’t get no changes from that.

Donna: Oh. God, I don’t know. It all goes back to the fumily. thut’s the main problem. and vou
can’t, you can’t cxactly tell people how (o live, and the way to live, don’t know.

Linda: Well if parents looked after their famihies more ... Il their family isn't looking alter
them [they! should get their kids taken away from theny ...

Int: [f we can’t find foster families for them what should we do to keep them oll the
street?

Linda: There’s nothing much you can de really ... I you get them a foster home. they re still

going to go out a fot and hassle u lot of people ... There's nothing much you can do
prevent it reallty.
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However some voung people were able to articulate recommendations relating 1o family
lile. There was agreement on the constituent elements of an improved family lite identified by
young people. The elements were underpinned by a staternent of the need for families 10 care for
children and were elaborated by the imperatives of listening to and understanding young people.
int: What sorts of changes do you think need to be made to help prevent homelessness

amongst young people, and 1o help those young people who are experiencing housing
difficulties. You've already said Social Security’s got to get better. Bs there anything
you'd like te suggest?

Tony: Parents ought to look after thenr kids more.

Int: You think parents have got a clear responsibility.

Tony: What's the use of havin a kid it you're not goin to look after it properly.

Carol: Something should be done about parents handling children. parents should take more
rime looking after kids, and police should take more action about it. People should
just think more, you know, about kids.

Steph: Well hetore they leave 1 think parents should take more consideration inte the way
they run their household and their kids and that.

Int: Do vou think that problem is with parents in terms of they don’t know enough or
whar?

Steph: Yeah, they don’( listen, that’s right, yeah. They're just worried about themselves you
know.

Int: What do you think s behind that?

Steph: [ don’t know.

Int: Think they need more information about how kids tick. or

Steph: Yeah, but they don't accept it, they think they knew everything about kids, so they use
the point of view of when | was young it's not, “cos things changed. They think it
should be the same. But it's not.

Int: What sorls of changes do you think need 1o be made to help stop young people
becoming homeless? And to help those young people already having housing
difficulties?

Richard:  Nothin". Parents should talk to their kids more. Try and understand you know ... If
parents really wanted their kids, why shouldn’t sit there for hours if they have to and
try and understand what their kids on about. Why do you do these things and all these.
I mean understand “em. Understand how they cheal. things like that. Understand why
they are hurtin’. why they are happy, why they arc sad. vou know, stuff like that,
cmotions the works.

Int: Really important stuff,

Richard:  They should he able to trust their parents. you know, "Cos if you can’t trust your

parents, you can't talk to em. If you can’t tatk to em you're gonna fuck up seoner or
later,

Despite their own negative family experiences they were not calling for the abandonment
ol the institution of the family. Indeed they recommended that others stayed at home. Basically,
children want their parents and other adults to listen to them. to try to understand their
viewpoint. Their recommendations concerning familics are directed (o the prevention rather than the
amelioration ol homelessness.
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HOUSING

Safe. secure and adequate housing was identified as a major priority in any program o prevent and
remediate homelessness. There were clear statements that there was a need for variety and choice in
housing, and an injection of resources into the housing sector lor youth. At its most basic this was
formulated in terms of a demand for beds in refuges as a response 10 the level of immediate need.

Int: What, just to finish oft now, what sorts of, what sorts of changes do you think need 1o
he made 1o help prevent homelessness amongst young people?

Julie: Accommodation, mainly accommodation.

Elizabeth: T reckon there shouid be more housing, refuges or something for kids, there’s not
enough,

Matthew: | think um there should be a few more places like Ansley. There’s only aboui a hall

dozen refuges. there’s nowhere else 1o go. If you've got no income you can’t even
come to some of those places,

Reluges were however recognised to be al best only a partial solution 1o the problem —
indeed some young people considered they contributed to homelessness. Young people need
permanent accommodarion and refuges did not provide this.

Simon: More long term refuges that's what people look for, “cos there’s nothing worse than
going to a short term refuge, and after three weeks finding yourself back out exactly
where you started, just after you've tried working yourself out.

Int: So you're not making any progress.

Simon: No "cos vou slowly start pulling yoursel! together then after three wecks vou're back

there again. It's a hassle. Places like this are good, but you usually find they are 100
full.

A number of alternatives 1o refuges were suggested. These included supported boarding
houses, shared housing and flats. Central to such options were support, low cost and permanency.
Steph: [ think they should have more, I think they should have more sct up houses. share
houses, one’s that are set up.

LONG TERM REFUGES?

Steph: No, not long term refuges.

Int: No. Not where kids can go for a number of years?

Steph: Oh, long term share houses where people can go, you know [2-18 not just over 16
yeur olds, it should be 14-15 year olds, "cos they have interviews and that bul a lot of
14-15 year olds can live independently. they just think you're over 16 year olds and
that s it. But um. and they should have more refuges stuff like that.

Int: Once they are on the streets, what do we need to help then?

Liza: Accommodation. Not refuges.

int: More accommuodation. Special accommodation, or.

Liza: Cheap accommaodation, where they get a certain, like. it they are not working they gct

a certauin amoeunt of money taken out of their income. like. Housing Commission
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Int: A sel amount. Yeah.

Liza: Yeah, Not just refuges because most of the refuges you've been there once you might
be OK for a while and go home or semething and then vou need somewhere (0 stay
out, and most of them won't take you a second time. They don't like to take kids for a
sccond time, and you know refuges aren’t any good for kids, because they treat you
like a bit ot shit as well.

Mandy: They should have more refuges. more SOS housing.

Int: What's thart?

Mandy: Share accommodation, like tour kids might moeve into a house and one worker will
come in and get the rent off them and see il they're all alright, twice a week or
something.

Int: Who runs that?

Mandy: S5OS Housing, [ don't know. They should do a lot of things.

These young people are advocating for a housing program for young people — not a
refuge program tor homeless youth which provides shelter but encourages transience, They are
calling for programs which facilitate their entry into the mainstrecam of the housing sector.

Others who were also concerned with the need for permancnt accommodation
recommended that financial and employment assistance be made available to young péople so they
could afford housing or that their rents become income linked.

Int: What sort of changes do vou think have to be actually made?
John: More hostels. more refuges for young people. More jobs for young people. Try and

make the young people understand whar life’s going 1o be like if they re not given
Jjob. let them settle down, and real estate’s ry and trust young people who really want
to settle down.

Robyn: [ do think they should get a funding program or something like that where people can
go into a flat. They can, you know, have a chance to get their act together but
independently, on their own. And give them a trial period, say a month, three weeks or
something where they get a job, they start paying rent and all that. And be able to
survive trying 1o get them to survive independently without too much other means.
You've got to give them a little bit of power without too much interference.

In summary in the housing area they recommended more refuges to meet immediate
needs, but most importantly the develepment of a range of accessible, long term and affordable
accommodation. They stressed the characteristics of permanency and independence. In housing as
in other arcas of their life they sought from adults {and from the state and welfare services) limited
support and assistance, not control. They wished for support 1o enter the housing market, and some
assistance in ensuring rents were affordable. They sought, on the whole. to live with their peers in
share houses and flats.

Fiona: I reckon, have special. certain. little communities for young people like, litide flats
built in little town house arcas and all that just especially for young people. cspecially
vouth caravan parks, youth this and youth that, youth tents sites.

In terms of housing needs. these voung people were looking to the future and planning tor
independence. rather than seeking solutions to the problems in the past failures of their family lite.
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GOVERNMENT POLICY

Some young people arcued that the government had abdicaled ils responsibilities towards the
- = = &

voung, especially the young homeless. Homelessness was partly caused by the priorities of

government and could at leust be partially remedied through a change in prioritics.

Fran: All T need right now is for the government to open their eyes, right. this is true, this is
what I've always felt, the government to open their eyves and heip kids. “cos all the
kids can do there is sit and you know. think vou know they just can't do anything,
they can’t help themselves, they can’'t. The government thinks about themselves and
all these les. If 1 get into this, 'l do this for you and 'l do this for you. it never
happens. All they think about is adults and how much money they're going to get and
how much money they can make in these minting machines and that,

Laura: I should stress again that | think the government shoutd change its social policy and it
should stop pandering to the voters if they actually care about what happens to young
people then thal’s what they should do. if they don’t they re not going to, they should
say.

Louise: I think the government should you know stop wasting money on stupid things like the
Bi-centennial not stupid but | mean the amount of money they arc spending on it is
really pathetic and. um, allocate more money toward helping them because we're the
future of the country and if they don’t look after us now then it’s not going 1o be very
oood in the future

Jason: The government don't realise that the people who live on the streets, have nowhere to
go. That we're the ones on the streets who're starving, would have to steal, would
have to do things to get meney, and they don’t think like that. They just think oh well
they can stay on the streets, there's refuges around. they don’t think when they make
up their rules, um, they’re only allowed to stay at that place for one night, or a few
days or only once, You're only allowed there once you're not allowed back at all.

That some yvoung people can articulate the nexus between government policy and prioritics
and their problems is of significant importance to young people and 1o the society. In articulating
such a perspective they are expressing a recogaition of the tact thal decisions are made in. and
reflect the broader social context, and that their problems and those of their lamilies are not solely
the responsibility ol themselves or their parents. The development of successlul strategies to resolve
homelessness depends on the invelvement of young people in taking some control of the process of
program development. The petential for the development of collective youth responses will be
enhanced by an understanding that they are effected by and can take part in. and influence. social
processes.

ACTIONS OF GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENTS

Whilst the preceding recommendations concerned government priorities. other young people made

recommendations about the manner in which departments implemented the existing policy of

government. There young people indicated that services were marred by bureaucratic complexity.

mismanagement and a lack of respect for young people.

(ravin: They shouldn't have so many government oftices ... You go to here and take all this
information and then you have o go over there and sce them ... They should have one
commiltee 10 give them money and say rights. make one place and keep it like that
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Int: 20 you need places that aren’t so complex and simpler to get what you need?
Gavin: Yeah, Just to say [ need this. and [or them to say OK.

The administration of YHA and Austudy were of a particular concern for those who had
applied for their berefits. They considered that rules for payment did not respond to their needs.

Brett: In Austudy the young homeless there is a six week waiting list. you've got to be out of

home for six weeks, before you can get Austudy, I think it's just oo long, people can
die in that time. That’s about all.

Int: What vou're saying is that they should take the young persons word [for establishing
eligibility for YFHA],

Thomas: Yeah. {Instead of| taking the parcnts” word against mine. Yet I'm the one’s who's out
on me ewn.

It was noted in the preceding chapters that the young people expericnced significant access

barriers o services. There is a mismatch between their lifestyles and routine workings of

government departments. In consequence young people abandon their effarts to obtain assistance
and are turther trapped into homelessness.

INCREASED AVAILABILITY OF RESOURCES

The amount and availability ol resources was also a cause for comment by some of the youth. They
argued that the level of benefits shouid be raised and the availability of housing and cmployment
mcreased.

Int: Arc you saying evervone should have a minimum income.

Troy: Ycah. not like, not income on the dole and job scarch allowance, people shouldn’t get
tike it°s age groups, like, il you're unemployed and you're 15 probably get about 100
bucks 4 week 11 you're unemployed and ya® 19 you’d probably get three or four times
that, for the age group it's just stupid. should be all the same,

Fran: We need a house each, we need moncy,

Int: So. wher a person doeg become homeless, what is most hetpful?

Fran: IU's all according to what the persen’s like. They nught want sympathy or that sort of
thing, they need a home, they need money, they need food, they need a roof, they need
cure.

The need for additional resources and amenities for youth was also stressed,
Fiona: [There should be] more things for younger people to do then the younger peaple

wouldn't get on the older people’s nerves so much and wouldn’t cause the older
people 1o hate the younger kids so much.

Matthew: A few more amenities [or young homeless. [ think they should be brought up to the
level of single mothers and people on the dole which they are not, they arc
disadvantaged in a lot of arcas, government agencies just "cos they haven’t gol a baby
or they can’t find work., We're a lot harder "cos we can't get money really because
we're going to school 50 we can’t get a job or looking for jobs vou don’t get as much
money as people on the dole or single mothers. Single mothers are put on the top of
the list for priority housing stuff like that.
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Gavin: 1 reckon why people can get into trouble, doing break and enters, there™s not encugh
things to do. Like a drop-in centre, it's not enough. things like pin ball parlour that
vou can go in, drop in. Or they should have something like ... Even it its a do it
together sort of thing. you know. As long as they've got people 1o talk 10 and then
they won't get into so much trouble,

Int: When there’s people around te talk 107

Gavin: Yeah.

PUBLICISE AVAILABLE SERVICES

Lack of knowledge of the available resources and sources of assistance was identified as onc of the

causes of the homelessness and problems associated with homelessness, They recommended that

sources of assistance be widely publicised.

Brian: Advertise [hotels and refuges] ... They should be easy to find. | recken they should
have a sign up — like those signs on the sides of bus stops — like in Sydney they
advertise the Sydney City Mission everywhere.

Int: What about when the kids are still at home? What can we do 1o prevent kids becoming
homeless?
Liza: There should be a service sort of, it should be published fike on TV and that. that if

kids are having trouble all they've got to do is contact someone that is actually going
to help. not like YACS, they say they’re going to help, but they don’t.

Jack: I think the [youth sheliers] should express themselves more, like don’t just leave the
house and nobady knows about it It should advertise its kind of thing se that people
know its there and that.

The recommendations relating to publicity are consistent with the statements by voung
people that they need options and the right to control their life. They need to know the resources
available and the potential consequences of the decisions that they could make. Appropriate
publicity must be youth oriented. The process of facilitating young people taking control over their
iife would be enhanced by involving them in the publicising of scrvices and options.

PUBLICISING NEEDS AND ISSUES

Many young people belicved that the whole issue of youth homelessness should itsell be a major
focus of publicity, They believed that adults did not believe that they were homeless or understand
why they were homeless. They believed that publicity could ensure that a response to their needs
was tade.

Int: What would be the best thing to help young people who are experiencing housing
difficulties?

Shelley: Oh, I don’t really know. Publicity and that, that’d help. People would start to realise
those kids are out there Hke. talk and all that sort of stulf. "Cos I reckon if every kid.
young person, had somewhere to stay. that’d cut dewn. cuts down on the drugs.
prostitution, all that sort of stuff. People just don’t seem to realise this, adults, They
call them druggies and everything, they 're hopeless, they re no good. “cos that's what
my old man used to say and I turned round one day and [ said “Look at these old
drunks. they're no good™. [ knew it'd hit home. he said. “Yes. but what drove them te
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be that way?™ and 1 said the same thing about drugges, you know. Then, he looked at
it dilferently. *Oh my God. listen to me, I'm listening to my daughter here™. that’s true.
he used to think that 1 was no good. When you look art it, the whole of it. the reason
we 'te on the streets and that. that’s why

Gwenn: It should be on telly so parents realise our problems before kids end up leaving home.,
what real troubles they arc having.

Fram: The only thing T want to say is that you've got to help us. We need help, we need
moncy, we need clothes. We just need things. T know that™s a big thing, saying what
we need, but we do need. I'm not saying it for me, just for me, “cos [ know I need, I'm
saying it for everyone, ‘cos everyone who's homeless needs it. There’s kids out i the
streets, 1 know that they're living in Brother bins. and just picking food out of bins.
‘cos that’s all they ve got and no one knows about them.

YOUNG PEOPLE HAVING A VOICE

Closely associated with the need for publicity were recommendations that the publicity, and indeed
the process of defining and responding to homelessness should be controlled by young people

Malcolm:  There’s no way to do it except for legally. I don’t want to de protests or anything like
that. Stupid "cos that will just make it look worse, I think that the vouth should get up
there, a world-wide concert of something, with bands. peopie can pay for it. Heaps of
things to get the vouth off the street and fed. We need more housing. I mean 1 know
there’s a lot, but there’s not, you know what I mean. There should be more.

Sybil: | think that a lot of. T think everyone in the same situation that I am in, should get
together, [ don’t think there’s enough room. but should get together and protest. to
make an issue 1@ evervbody, so everyonge knows what's going on and how many
people there are out there who want someone 1o help them.

Jack: [Homeless young people] ought to take it to Parliament and say ... "Listen 1o this,
listen to what these young people are saying. listen to how they ve lived',

Carol: Instead of everyone tistening to like parents and all that sort of thing, like just listen 10
the kids. | mean fair enough we might be young, we mightn’t be at home, but we slill
need somewhere,

Responses to homelessness have primarily defined young people as problems rather than
as having problems. In conseguence their strengths and potentials are ignored. Young people who
are homeless do have strengths. They know the streets and they have an infuitive grasp of
potentially appropriate types of assistance for themselves and their peers. Their statements are ciear.
They wish to be listened to and respected. They want independence and support. They do not wish
to be coerced. They want their voice heard.

WORKERS WITH YOUTH

Throughout the interviews the young people consistently stated that for workers with youth, social
workers, police and teachers to be helptul, they must be respectful of young people. be prepared to
listen and not take control. It is not surprising that those whose recommendations concerned
workers reiterated such sentiments.
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Robyn: They need somebody who really ... T mean, like when you move out of home. like this
is how | fell. You need somebody who really cares. You need somebody to talk to you
and to help you find. you know. give you somewhere to live like a foster home or
something like that, But in [oster homes and things like that you've still got rules and
I don’t know, that’s one thing [ hate. And a lot of other people do hate. There’s just 100
much discipline.

Anna: I hate counsellors. 1 had “em too. They're nosey people. [ hate listening to "em. They
think, *Oh, so what’s wrong with you’, you know. And | theught. *Mind vour
business, they're not your business”, you know. | can’t stand talking 1o “em. This one T
suppose 1s alright.

Int: So what you need 1s non-nosey counsellors?

Anna; Yeah. They get too powerful. T hate that ... But proper counsellors should be the
people who've been there and done that. Been raped or sexually assaulted or bashed
or something, you know.

There was support for the notion of voung people helping young people. This reflects their
lack of trust in aduits, the fact they have been dealt with as “cases™ and not people, a perceived lack
of respect by workers for their experience and a lack of worker response to the difficulties about
which they seek help.

Fran: I'd go on radio, T'd go on TV. and say "If you nced help, you come to me, I'll help
you. T can give you this, | can give you that”. If' [ said that, they'd say I'm lying. I'd go
round the streets and tell them "Fools’, I'd say 'I'm in the same situation and I'm
young, I'm in that situation right now and I know what you're going through. If vou
nced help you can talk to me and T will try my very hardest 1o help you™. And things
like that. That’s all they need, is help.

Int: Do you reckon the people in the Brother’s bins would listen 10 another young person,
15 that what you'd say?

Fran: Don’t think they’re going to listen 10 an adult, "cos an adull’s their cnemy, as far as
they’re concerned.

Liza: There’s so many kids on the street, it’s not Tunny. they’ve got people working in the
YACS department that they just don’t care, like 1 always say to them, | should be a
district officer because I could get a lot more done than they do now, and T know most
of the people who work for the government haven’t been through what the children
have been through, and they don’t understand like those kids do. like, that, all they
think is we're trouble and we don’t know what we're talking about. Most of us have
got a lot to say and we know what we're talking about.

CONCLUSION

This report has documented young people’s accounts of the experiences of homelessness, accounts
which revealed widespread violations of their rights. The young people eloquently and powerfully
sharcd and relived aspects of their life. They spoke at times in anger and, at times, in despair. They
rellected on the hypocrisy of a society that mouths platitudes about the importance of children and
young people, but condemns them to poverty and exploitation. They criticised the controlling
approach ol the mstitutions that had responsibility for children and young people. Their accounts
suggested that the cost of the burden of suffering experienced by the voung people may, in the
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future, be shared by the community as well as by the individual children. The continued failurc to
respond o the dilficulties of homeless young people will incvitably lead to them hitring back.

The accounts also provide a basis {or optimism. The young people clearly articulated their
demands to be treated with respect. to be listencd to and understood. They wished to be part of
society -—— but part ol a society in which they have some say and to which they arc allowed to
contribule. Any response to homelessness must, thercfore, seek 1o empower rather than depower the
young, This principle must underly micro responses, such as interactions between youth and
workers with youth, and macro responscs, such as income support measures and housing programs,
To empower a young person is to lacilitate the development of meaningful responses to their and
other young people™s situations and {o provide meaningful options that allow them 1o make choices
and decisions. Empowerment reguires a commitment (o provision of adequale resources to create a
contex! within which young people can regain some control over their life.

The choice is clear. We, as a society, can continue our current responscs to youth
homelessness, or we can invest time and resources and develop real options with and for young
people. The cost of the former will be borne by socicty and the young people themselves. The
benefits wilt be few. The cost of creating options for young people will also be borne by the
community but, in the long term, the community will benefit financially and socially,

The choice is ours.
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Appendix: Sample

Name Location bex Age Accommodation
Petiu Brisbuane Female 17 Rental
Phoebe Brishune Femuale 17 Relatives
Mike Brisbane Male > Friends
S Brisbane lemule 15 Lmergency Acc
Christine Brishune Female 14 I'riends
Robert Brishanc Male 7 Friends
Marcus Brisbane Male 15 Refuge
Shelley Brishanc Fermale 15 Rental

Tom Brisbune Male 7 Refuge
Sean Brishanc Male 17 Friends
James Brishune Male 16 Refuge
Fran Brishane Female 13 Refuge
Shuron Brishane Femule 15 Hosted
Syhil Brisbane Female 17 Parents
Tim Brishane Male 17 Friends
Austin Brishane Male 15 Friends
[Fiona Brisbane l'emale 16 Parents

Jim Brishane Male 15 Sleeping QOut
Helen Brisbane Female 16 Friends
Raiph Brisbune Male i5 Relatives
Sue Brisbane Female 17 Friends
Peter Brishane Male 17 Other

Harry Brishane Male 17 Friends
Jack Brisbane Muale i4 Parent
Wendy Brishane Female 14 Parent
Mulcolm Crold Coust Mule 16 Sleeping Out
John Gold Coast Male 17 GSAP
Fancoln Gold Coast Muale 15 GSAP
Thomas Giold Coast Male 17 GSAP
Kilew Gold Couast Femule 15 GSAP
Trish Gold Coast Female 17 GSAP
Roger Gold Coast Male 16 Refuge
Milan Cold Coast Mule 16y Refuge
Anna Gold Coast Female 15 Refuge
Brian Gold Coast Male to GSAP
Debhbie Gold Coast Fenuile 16 GSAP
Maria Gold Coast lenuale 1O Brdg House
Robert Gold Coast Male 15 Reluge

Ann Gold Coast Female 17 Vin

Clare CGold Coast Female |7 Vun

[aura Gold Coast Femuale |7 Retuge

an Gold Coast Male 17 Refuge
Trov Gold Coast Male 17 Refuge
Robyn Gold Coast Female 16 Friends
Kerry Gold Coast Female I4 Friends
Sophie Gold Coast Female 17 Temt



Arthur
Tony
Rod

hll
Marina
Mandy
ennis
l.iza
Jason
Tracey
Stacey
Steph
Simon
Lilla
Ben
Len
Richard
Nick
Neville
Marion
Linda
Frances
Frank
Arnold
Sarah
Cuaithin
Louise
Brett
Gwenn
Blue
Rozanna
Patrick
Terry
May
Marthew
Juhe
Carol
Gruham
Fay
[danare
Alan
Reg
Katrina
Mery
Elisabeth
Quentin
Crerard
lucinda
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Gold Coast
Gold Coast
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Svdney
Sydney
Sydney
Svdney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Sydney
Svdney
Sydney
Svdney
Canberra
Canberrs
Canberra
Canberra
Canberra
Canberrs
Canberra
Canberra
Canberry
Canberra
Canberra
Cunberra
Canberra
Canberru
Canberra
Canberr:
Canberra
Canberra
Canberri
Canberra
Cuntherra
Canberra
Canbcrra
Canberra
Canberra

lremale
Male
Male
Male
fremale
Female
Female
Male
Femalc
Male
Female
Female
Female
Miile
Female
Miile
Male
Malc
Male
Male
Femalce
Female
Female
Miile
Muale
I'emale
Female
Femuale
Miile
Female
Maile
Female
Male
Muale
Female
Mule
Female
Male
Mule
Female
Female
Male
Male
Femaule
Mile
Female
Male
Male
lemuale
Muale

N

17
s
16
17
16

16

17
16
13
16
17
17

1O

Yarents
Refuge
Sleeping Out
Friends
Refuge

Refuge
Refuge
Sleeping Out
Refuge
Sleeping Out

Relupe
Refuge
Relalives
Refuge
Squat
Squat
Refuge
Refuge
Parents
Squat

Refuge
Sieeping Out
Public Housing
Public Housing
Retuge

Refuge

Friends

Refuge

Public Houstng
Tarents

Other Emer Ace
Refuge

Public Heusing
Vun

Van

Refuge

Retuge

Other

Refuge

Refuge

Refuge

Other Emer Acc
Friends

Refuge

Public Housing
[riends

Refugae



